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ABSTRACT 
This qualitative case study investigated the career experience and internal motivation of African-
American senior police leaders to serve in law enforcement.  Fourteen African-American police 
leaders, including three women, participated in this study. The study addressed three primary 
themes: (1) early career experiences, (2) rise to leadership, and (3) motivation to pursue 
leadership roles.  Senior police leaders described a commitment to serve others and societal 
change as their motivation to persevere despite institutional racism and overcome perceived 
barriers.  In some instances, overcoming the barriers meant leaving one department so they could 
find advancement opportunities in another police department.  The primary modes of analysis 
applied through the study involved the use of critical race theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017), 
describing race and racism in police service; and, servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977), 
describing how serving others and the pursuit of the common good sustained and motivated 
participants to become police leaders.  An overarching implication for practice concerns the need 
for police departments to assess their internal cultural competency and reputation for being a 
welcoming environment for African-American officers.  Racism plays a role in an African-
American officer’s decision to stay or leave a department.  Recommendations include:  (1) 
examining internal polices to determine if they unduly impact Officers of Color, (2) making a 
commitment to diversity and equity, (3) providing equal access to training to upgrade the 
knowledge and skills, needed by officers, and (4) increasing the focus on the service aspect of 
the mission to “protect and serve.” 
 Keywords: African American, police leaders, racism, chief of police, critical race theory 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
I started my first career as an attorney prosecuting criminal cases.  I worked closely with 
police officers, providing them advice, going on ride-a-longs, charging cases, and working with 
them during contested hearings and trials.  We worked closely together and spent time 
socializing.  Five years into my career I met my now husband who worked as a sergeant in a 
mid-sized police department.  I left my career as a prosecutor in 2008 to work in higher 
education and pursue my doctoral degree.  My spouse retired from law enforcement in 2013 to 
spend more time with our family.   
In 2014, I became the chair of my department’s diversity committee and began working 
closely with diverse student organizations.  Within one week of taking this position the shooting 
of Michael Brown, an unarmed African-American teenager by a White police officer in 
Ferguson, Missouri, happened (Buchanan, Fessenden, Lai, Park, Parlapiano, Tse, Wallace, 
Watikins, & Yourish, 2014), and the #BlackLivesMatter movement began on social media 
(McLaughlin, 2016).  A professor in my department was a leader of #BlackLivesMatter, and 
students I worked closely with were actively involved, participating in the protests and actively 
speaking up about the events that took place.   
National and local incidents like Michael Brown continue to make news headlines. I 
reflected on the criminal justice system, its relationship with the African-American community, 
the training of law enforcement officers, what it might be like to be an African-American officer 
in a police department, and the leadership of African-American police officers.  Struck by the 
racial tensions highlighted in the news, I wanted to learn more about the experiences of African-
American police officers, and more importantly, what it might be like to be an African-American 
leader in a predominantly White profession.   
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Initially when I started to think about my potential dissertation topic, I conducted a mini-
study for a qualitative research class. I interviewed three senior police leaders about their 
leadership amid racial tensions with police departments.  When interviewing one of the three 
participants, an African-American male leader, I learned that he is one of only three African-
American police leaders in Minnesota.  His comment struck me because I never realized how 
few African-American leaders serve in Minnesota police departments.  A year later, a video 
came out showing a #BlackLivesMatter African-American protestor calling an African-
American police officer an “Uncle Tom,” and telling him to “kill himself” (Stranahan, 2015, 
n.p.).  Again, I felt stunned by the news, and I wanted to learn more about the history of African-
American police officers working in law enforcement. I decided to investigate the career paths of 
senior African-American police leaders in the United States and learn about their experiences in 
law enforcement. Specifically, I set out to investigate the causes motivating African-American 
police officers to become police officers, their experiences in law enforcement, and their rise to 
leadership positions. 
Statement of the Problem, Purpose, and Significance  
Minnesota and national newspapers and/or online newsfeeds often contain articles or 
blogs regarding the tension between law enforcement and the African-American community ( 
Buchanan, et al., 2014; Davey & Bosman, 2014; Jany, 2016; Morton, 2016; Pheifer & Peck, 
2016; Smith, M., 2018; St. John, Ulloa, & Chang, 2018; Visser, 2016; Williams, 2014a; 
Williams, 2014b; Williams, 2014c; Xiong, 2016;).  Following the shooting of Michael Brown in 
Ferguson, riots erupted, focusing on the woeful representation in police service by members of 
Communities of Color (Badger, Keating & Elliott, 2014; Halverstadt, 2014; McDermott, 2014; 
McKinney, 2014; Ramsay & Harteau, 2014; Williams, 2014a; Williams, 2014b).  As a reference 
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point, in 2014 the Ferguson Police Department had 53 officers (McDermott, 2014). Ferguson is a 
predominately Black community, but only three out of 53 police officers were Black at that time 
(McDermott, 2014). In Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, only 11% of officers on the Harrisburg Police 
Department were Black (PennLive Editorial Board, 2014, para. 1). Fifty-two percent of 
Harrisburg’s population is Black (PennLive Editorial Board, 2014, para. 1).  Finally, in 
Minneapolis, Minnesota, 18% of the community is Black, but only 8% of its city’s police 
department is African-American (McKinney, 2014, para. 12; Williams, 2014c, para. 4). The 
neighboring city of Saint Paul’s police department has only 6% Black police officers 
(McDonough, 2014).  In the months following Ferguson, the Minneapolis Police Chief 
(Williams, 2014a; Ramsay & Harteau, 2014) and other national police leaders called for 
increased recruitment of officers of Color as a priority (Alcindor & Penzenstadler, 2015).  I 
decided to conduct my study to learn why African-American officers entered police work and the 
challenges they experienced while moving through the ranks to become police leaders.  
In the next sections, I set forth the historical context to show the low numbers of people 
from Communities of Color working as police, particularly African-Americans.  I outline the 
historical numbers, and then discuss the relationship history of African-American communities 
and police departments.  I also describe the repeated calls for more African-American police 
officers throughout history.  Historical context provided the basis for my interest in studying 
African-American police leaders, their motivation to enter the profession and pursue promotions, 
and their lived experience and leadership. 
Background and History of African-American Police Officers 
Minnesota and Missouri are not unique when it comes to the low numbers of African-
Americans working in police service (Walker, 1983). The issue is not a new one (Stokes, 1997).  
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A long-standing history of low representation and strained relationships exists (Stokes, 1997).  In 
the early 1960s, cities began desegregating police units, but not until 1963 did segregation end 
(Stokes, 1997).  Despite desegregation, in the 1970s African-American community members 
experienced “various forms of discrimination that prevented them from joining police 
departments,” and they were less likely to be hired as officers (p. 37).   
Civil rights groups in the 1960s heavily criticized big-city police departments for 
inadequate representation of African-American police officers (Walker, 1992).  Nalla and Corley 
(1996) found limited research about the degree of hiring of African-American police officers.  In 
the early 1930s, less than 1,300 African-Americans worked as police in the United States 
(Myrdal, 1962).  In the early 1960s, less than 4% of police were African-American (Walker, 
1992).  In 1974, this number rose to nearly 7% (Nalla & Corley, 1996).  The number of African-
American officers rose to nearly 9% in 1985, and around 10% in 1990 (Nalla & Corley, 1996).  
The number of African-Americans working as police officers continues to rise.  Most recently, 
the U.S. Department of Justice (2015) estimated 58,000 African-Americans among 605,000 full-
time police officers.  In 2017, the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) estimated 13.9% of the 
704,000 police and sheriff’s patrol officers (BLS, 2018, para. 233) and 14.1% of the 95,000 first-
line supervisors of police and detectives are African-Americans officers (BLS, 2018, para. 224).  
BLS (2017) statistics lack information showing the demographics of top-ranking police 
supervisors. In the next section I discuss the recruitment of African-American officers by police 
departments.  
Recruitment of African-American Police Officers 
A long history of conflict exists regarding the relationship between the police and 
African-American communities in the United States (Walker, 1992).  Three periods of racial 
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violence have historically erupted in the United States: World War I, World War II, and the 
1960s, with four straight summers of serious riots (1964-1967; Walker, 1992).  Most, if not all, 
of the 1960s riots were sparked by an incident involving the police (Walker, 1992).  In 1989, a 
riot ensued after a police officer shot and killed a Hispanic male (Wakefield, 2005).  The 1992 
Los Angeles riots erupted after four police officers were acquitted of the 1991 beating of Rodney 
King in Los Angeles (Christopher Commission 1991; Maurantonio, 2014).  In 2014, riots 
erupted in Missouri following the shooting of a young African-American male by a White police 
officer (Buchanan, et al., 2014). Continuing through 2018, protestors recently confronted 
Chicago police after the shooting of an African-American male (Smith, 2018). 
The United States National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders (1968), hereinafter 
the Kerner Commission, issued a report in response to several complaints of racial inequity 
across cities in the United States at the request of the President of the United States.  The Kerner 
Commission, responding to a question about what would prevent further racial disorder, made 
numerous recommendations, including that police departments increase the recruitment and 
hiring of African-American officers (U.S. National Advisory Commission, 1968). The Kerner 
Commission also recommended that police departments review promotion policies to make 
certain that African-American police officers receive fair promotions (U.S. National Advisory 
Commission, 1968).     
Five years after the Kerner Commission’s report, the U.S. Equal Opportunity 
Commission (EEOC) initially acquired the power to combat workplace discrimination because 
of the Equal Employment Opportunity Act (EEOA) of 1972.  The EEOC used their authority to 
enforce non-discrimination by employers, including police agencies (Bolton & Feagin, 2004).  
Following the EEOA of 1972, the American Bar Association (ABA) published Standards 
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Relating to the Urban Police Function in 1973.  The ABA Standards provide recommendations 
to increase the effectiveness of police departments (ABA Standards, 1973, n.p.).  ABA Standard 
1-7.2 recommended police departments actively seek to hire members representative of the 
communities they serve (1973). 
In 1981 the U.S Commission on Civil Rights (USCCR) found “serious underutilization of 
[Persons of Color] and women in local law enforcement agencies continued to hamper the ability 
of police departments to function effectively in and earn the respect” of their constituents (p. 5).  
Thirty-three years after the Kerner Commission and 20 years after the original USCCR report, 
the Commission on Civil Rights (2000) recognized increased diversity in many police 
departments but noted the recruitment of police Officers of Color continued to be problematic 
(USCCR, 2000).  In 2000, the USCCR found “most police departments [had] not implemented 
[the original] recommendations, to the detriment of the communities that they serve” (USCCR, 
Revisiting, 2000, p. 1).  The USCCR stated that failure to diversify continued to be a key 
concern for police departments, including those taking steps to hire more diverse officers 
(USCCR, 2000).  The USCCR (2000) recommended that police departments initiate affirmative 
action plans, increase the hiring of city residents, and evaluate recruitment plans.  In 2008, White 
and Escobar identified “proactive recruitment to achieve diversity” as one of two emerging 
issues that define the future of law enforcement recruitment and hiring (p. 120). 
The recent historical events in Ferguson reignited criticism that police departments lack 
representation of African-American police officers, and also other Communities of Color 
(Badger et al., 2014; Halverstadt, 2014; McDermott, 2014; McKinney, 2014; Ramsay & Harteau, 
2014).  Since the 1960s, police departments have been encouraged to hire more Persons of Color 
(United States, 1968).  After significant racial violence incidents involving the police (Walker, 
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1992), including the Rodney King Riots (Christopher Commission, 1991), and more recently the 
Ferguson Riots (Badger et al., 2014), calls for more representation by Persons of Color in law 
enforcement increased (Alcindor & Penzenstadler, 2015; Ramsay & Harteau, 2014; Williams, 
2014a).  
These facts regarding the lack of representation of African-Americans police officers and 
increasing racial tension and distrust between Communities of Color and police show the need 
for learning about the experience of African-American police officers.  My study seeks to 
examine the factors that attracted and sustained the commitment of African-Americans to enter 
and advance through police service.   
Research Questions 
I adopted the following research questions:  
1) What attracts and sustains the commitment of African-American police officers to 
service, and sustains them at various stages in their careers?, and  
2) How do African-American police officers describe their experience as they seek 
promotion to senior leadership roles in law enforcement?  
Overview of the Chapters 
My study describes how African-American senior police leaders experienced policing 
early in their career through their rise to leadership.  I investigated what sustained them through 
their career as a police officer and what motivated them to seek leadership positions.  I 
interviewed 14 senior police leaders from the Midwest, South, and West regions of the United 
States. I introduce my research topic in this chapter and provide information about what led me 
to pursue this area of research. I also set forth my research questions in this chapter. 
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In chapter two I present a review of research relating to my research topic. The research 
centered around recruitment practices, police mentoring programs, bias, and law enforcement as 
a career choice. The research identified external factors influencing whether African-Americans 
would pursue a police career and, if so whether they would stay and pursue advancement in the 
profession.  Following the review of literature, I describe the theories I used as framework to 
analyze and interpret my data. I selected critical race theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) and 
servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977). 
Chapter three describes the research design of my study. I explain why I used a 
qualitative case study as my method of study. I describe the Institutional Review Board process 
and explain participant recruitment selection, data collection and analysis, and the reliability and 
validity of my study. In this chapter I also discuss my role as a researcher and ethical 
considerations. 
I move next to the findings of my study, which I organized into three themes: (1) 
experiences, (2) rise to leadership, and (3) motivation to pursue leadership roles. Chapters four, 
five, and six describe my findings.  Chapter four describes the participants’ experiences of 
hostility, racism, bias and differential treatment while in police service. Chapter five describes 
the experiences of African-American senior police leaders as they pursued leadership positions. 
It describes the hurdles they overcame along the way, as well as the efforts they took to set 
themselves up to be promoted to leadership positions. The chapter concludes with a description 
of accusations they received of being promoted just because of their skin color. Chapter six 
concludes my findings with a description of their motivation to pursue leadership roles.  I start 
the chapter by describing their desire to make organizational change from the inside. I conclude 
the chapter by describing how race was always in the foreground of their leadership decisions.   
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Chapter seven analyzes my findings through two primary theoretical lenses.  First, I used 
critical race theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) to describe race and racism in police service.  
Stereotype threat (Steele, 1997) is woven into my use of critical race theory to describe the 
impact of racism. Second, I used servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977) to describe how serving 
others and the pursuit of the common good sustained and motivated study participants to become 
police leaders.  
In chapter eight I summarize my research findings, discuss the implications of my 
findings, and share the limitations of my research. I provide recommendations for police 
departments to look internally at factors that might impact a Candidate of Color’s decision to 
seek employment with the department.   
Definition of Terms 
I adopted the following terms and definitions for use in this study: 
Black or African-American: The Census Bureau defines Black or African-American as “[a] 
person having origins in any of the Black racial groups of Africa.  It includes people who 
indicate their race as ‘Black or African-American’ or report entries such as African-American, 
Kenyan, Nigerian, or Haitian” (Census Glossary, 2014).  For the purposes of this literature 
review I use this definition. 
Law Enforcement Agency: For the purposes of this study this term refers to a local agency 
responsible for enforcement of the laws.  Examples include city police departments, county law 
enforcement agencies, and university departments employing full-time licensed and sworn police 
officers. 
Senior Police Leader: The National Organization of Black Law Enforcement Executives 
(NOBLE) (2017) identifies senior police leaders as officers at the executive and command levels 
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in a police department. For state, local and federal law enforcement agencies, NOBLE defines 
executive or command level as being “employed in a position which by statute is empowered to 
exercise arrest or law enforcement powers and whose permanent rank is [or] was that of 
lieutenant or above or an equivalent level of management responsibility” (NOBLE, 2017, n.p.).   
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
I conducted a review of scholarly literature to locate studies related to the recruitment, 
hiring, and retention of African-Americans in the law enforcement field, as well as their 
promotion through police leadership ranks.  Within the general topic of this literature review, I 
was most interested in identifying the barriers to increasing the number of African-Americans 
working as police and the challenges of retaining and promoting African-American officers.  In 
this review, I briefly establish the historical context in which these questions exist and then 
explain the significance of this question.  I then analyze the literature related to African-
Americans in law enforcement.  Finally, I look at the theoretical frameworks, or lack thereof, 
used by scholars in the literature to examine the question of why so few African-Americans 
pursue police careers.   
The overarching theme throughout the literature was that recruitment, retention, and 
promotion of African-American police candidates presented a challenge for many police 
departments (Bolton & Feagin, 2004; USCCR, 1984; USCCR, 2000).  Some police departments 
fail to actively recruit or promote minorities (Feagin & Bolton, 2004; USCCR, 2000), while 
others have recruitment and retention strategies that intentionally or unintentionally bias the 
hiring, retention, and promotion of African-American officers (Alex, 1969; Alexander, 1978; 
Bolton & Feagin, 2004).  Factoring into the recruitment challenge was the discussion that 
African-Americans may simply lack interest in pursuing police careers (Alex, 1969; COPS, 
2009; Hochstedler & Conley, 1986; Nalla & Corley, 1996). I begin the review with the literature 
on recruitment practices because hiring Officers of Color is the entry point for a diversity 
pipeline.   
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Recruitment Practices  
Police departments historically do not actively pursue African-American police recruits 
(Bolton & Feagin, 2004).  In fact, departments deterred African-Americans from joining (Alex, 
1969).  Much of the early research on African-Americans in law enforcement focused on the 
New York City Police Department (Alex, 1969; Alexander, 1978; Leinen, 1984).  New York 
City began to recruit African-American police officers only when there was a shortage of Whites 
who would take the job (Alex, 1969).  The New York City Police Department began recruiting 
African-Americans “based on two political factors: the new consciousness of the [African-
Americans’] racial identity, and the swift rise in the population of [African-Americans] living in 
the central city” (Alex, 1969, p. 200).  Alex (1969) and Leinen (1984) interviewed African-
American police officers to learn about their experience working as officers in New York City.  
Alex’s (1969) study focused on the problems that African-American officers faced when 
reconciling their race with their work policing Black communities, in view of the racial climate 
of America in the 1960s.  Leinen’s (1984) study gathered information from African-American 
officers about their occupational work, including information about the discrimination they 
experienced, working relationships with White officers, and their work in Black communities.  
Alex (1969) and Leinen (1984), encouraged the New York Police Department to recruit, hire, 
and train more African-American police officers.   
The race of department or city leaders closely relates to the hiring of officers belonging to 
the same ethnic group (Gutafson, 2013).  For example, the low number of African-American 
police chiefs in command helps explain a significant proportion of the variances in then 
representation of African-Americans in police departments (Gustafson, 2013).  A strong 
correlation exists between having racially diverse managers and having a racially diverse police 
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patrol (Gustafson, 2013).  Gustafson’s research was based upon quantitative analysis of archived 
cross-sectional data sets, looking specifically at a sample of 180 cities with at least 100 officers 
serving populations of 50,000 or more.  Gustafson’s findings support Leinen’s (1984) statement:  
The greatest gains in the area of [Persons of Color] hiring were made by [Persons of 
Color] themselves. Beginning in the late sixties [B]lack police, who felt that [B]lack 
candidates were being short changed by the city, began to organize themselves into active 
political groups … to fight discriminatory hiring practices.  (p. 245) 
     
Contrary to Leinen (1984) and Gustafson (2013), Bolton (2003) found “[B]lack officers 
who do succeed do not necessarily pave the way for others” because they are simply “tokens” 
who fill a quota and show there was no race problem (p. 390). A tension exists in the literature 
surrounding whether or not having African-American leaders inspires other Officers of Color to 
join the police profession.  
Only a handful of qualitative studies investigate the recruitment of diverse police officers.  
Cashmore (2001) conducted a qualitative study in Britain, using interviews to investigate reasons 
for “chronic and persistent under-recruitment of police officers from ethnic minority background 
from the vantage point of ethnic minority officers” (p. 645).  Cashmore (2001) interviewed 
African-Caribbean and South Asian officer about under-recruitment of Officers of Color and 
their experiences in the police force. At the time of Cashmore’s (2001) study, conflict between 
British police and Communities of Color had “approached epic proportions” (p. 646).  The study, 
in part, looked at non-White police officers’ responses to the efforts used to increase the number 
of diverse officers.  The study revealed that while many non-White officers believed recruitment 
campaigns would increase applications, they felt concerned about the use of recruitment 
campaigns (Cashmore, 2001).  The non-White officers’ reservations varied and included a 
concern that the solution to communities' relations lies beyond the hiring of more Black officers 
(Cashmore, 2001).  Participants in Cashmore’s study thought that the biggest barrier to getting 
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diverse officers into service was “some form of racism, whether unwitting or intentional” 
(Cashmore, 2001, p. 655).  One officer stated, “It’s one of the greatest myths ever perpetrated: 
get more [B]lack Bobbies and everything’s going to be all right.  Why? What makes everyone 
think that a few more Black officers [would] make that much of a difference?”  (p. 654). There 
was doubt that solely hiring more Officers of Color would attract additional African-Caribbean 
and South Asian officers (Cashmore, 2001). 
Participants expressed similar reservations during a mixed methods study conducted in 
Scotland (Onifade, 2002).  More than 85% of the respondents to Onifade’s (2002) study said 
they were “against targeting any one community for recruitment purposes,” noting that 
“targeting for recruitment purposes was a euphemism for positive discrimination…[and] worried 
it would diminish their positions and achievements" (p. 17).  Many officers in Cashmore’s 
(2001) study believed more ethnic minorities would enrich the police, reduce racism, and have 
an impact on society.  Cashmore’s (2001) study revealed that some of the reasons for “lack of 
recruitment included family or peer group resistance, restricted promotion opportunities, lack of 
mentoring and poor marketing” and racism (p. 655).   
O’Neil and Holdaway (2007) subsequently critiqued Cashmore’s (2001) study and 
findings.  O’Neil and Holdaway (2007) conducted interviews with members of the Black Police 
Associations (BPAs) in England and Wales.  The researchers criticized Cashmore’s study for 
failing to include BPAs (O’Neil & Holdaway, 2007).  They argued research about the 
recruitment of Communities of Color must consider the role of the local police associations 
representing those communities (O’Neil & Holdaway, 2007).  O’Neil and Holdaway (2007) 
found Black police officers embraced their role as a Black police officers and felt proud 
regarding their “difference from the majority” (p. 498).  While the research of Cashmore (2001) 
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and O’Neil and Holdaway (2007) did not take place in the United States, the studies shed light 
on the research issues surrounding the recruitment of Black police officers.  The studies revealed 
the positive aspects of becoming a Black police officer as well as the challenges in recruiting 
candidates to the profession.  
Some research focused on recruitment strategies used by departments to hire Persons of 
Color.  Jordan, Fridell, Faggiani, and Kubu (2009) conducted a survey of a sample of police 
departments across the United States to look at common diversity recruiting strategies and 
diversity recruiting success measures for the period between 1999 and 2001.  The researchers 
defined small agencies as those with zero to 20 sworn officers and they defined large agencies as 
those with more than 500 sworn officers (Jordan et al., 2009).  The small agencies reported they 
averaged zero applications from females or members of Communities of Color for each open 
officer position during a three-year period (Jordan et al., 2009).  The large departments reported 
they had 3.4 applications from females or members of Communities of Color for each open 
officer position during a three-year period (Jordan et al., 2009).  The researchers used a 
proportional representation index (PRI), which provides “information to assess the success of 
agencies in recruiting and hiring females and Communities of Color relative to the representation 
of these two groups in the residential population of the jurisdiction” (Jordan et al., 2009, p. 337). 
The average PRI for all agency types was less than 0.20, showing unsuccessful recruiting of 
women and Communities of Color (Jordan et al., 2009).  Additionally, the researchers examined 
the impact of agency practices on hiring outcomes.  Jordan et al. (2009) found the amount of 
money an agency spends on recruiting women and Persons of Color has a positive impact on the 
number of female and Communities of Color applicants.  While the amount of money spent 
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creates an increase in applications, it does not increase how many Officers of Color are 
subsequently hired (Jordan et al., 2009).  
Wilson, Wilson, Luthar, and Bridges (2013) investigated the impact of police department 
outreach, marketing, and contact with Black communities on recruitment and hiring of African-
Americans.  When the members of the police department recruit, they lack sufficient outreach 
efforts with Communities of Color (Wilson et al., 2013).  Further, the departments do not engage 
"core constituencies and institutions found in the African-American community” to help with 
recruiting (Wilson et al., 2013, p. 250).  Wilson et al. (2013) recommended further research 
regarding the “use or nonuse of particular constituency contacts,” as well as reasons for a 
candidate’s release prior to the completion of probation (p. 251).  These studies show two 
problems in the pipeline: (1) not enough money was being spent on recruitment in Communities 
of Color (Jordan et al., 2009); and, (2) police departments are not sufficiently engaging with 
Communities of Color to create meaningful relationships (Wilson et al., 2014).  African-
American officers who make it through the pipeline may benefit from police mentoring 
programs.  I describe these programs in next section of this review.   
Police Mentoring Programs 
Police agencies should set up police mentoring programs in primary and secondary 
education institutions to help recruit future police from Communities of Color (McDermott, 
2014).  “An untapped source of responsible, caring, and positive support for mentoring programs 
can be found patrolling the streets of the community where mentoring programs are needed 
most” (Arter, 2006, p. 90).  Arter (2006) noted police mentoring would be a useful tool to 
legitimize law enforcement in the eyes of youth, and that it would help elder members in 
BLACK LEADERS IN BLUE 
 
   
 
17 
Communities of Color have better perception of police.  Police officers should become mentors 
and break down the mentality of “us versus them” (p. 94).   
Professional magazines for law enforcement outline the characteristics of mentoring 
programs and promote these programs as useful tools for law enforcement agencies (Sprafka, 
2008; Swope, 2001; Williams, 2000).  The Department of Justice’s Community Oriented 
Policing Services (COPS) published the Law Enforcement Toolkit in 2009 and urged agencies to 
mentor applicants through the hiring process.  One article recommended mentoring as a method 
of increasing the number of African-Americans in leadership or executive ranks in police 
departments (Moore, 1983).  Moore (1983) noted “[t]he [B]lack officer cannot negotiate the 
barriers alone” (p. 19); and, that mentoring would increase the number of Black leaders in police 
departments (Moore, 1983).   
In 1985, Fagan and Ayers conducted a quantitative study among 150 police officers in 
Kentucky, Texas and Pennsylvania.  Only 70 police officers responded.  The researchers learned 
most of the officers received informal and diffuse mentoring (Fagan & Ayers, 1985).  For 
example, half of the officers received guidance from many veteran officers, but no one veteran 
officer was more influential than the other (Fagan & Ayers, 1985). Mentoring aids in job 
satisfaction and promotion.  Fagan and Ayers (1985) found “the relationship between having a 
mentor and job satisfaction was significant... [;] those who had a definite mentor were more 
satisfied with their work” (p. 11).  They recommended that police departments “facilitate 
informal mentoring” programs (p. 13) or create better field training programs (p.23).     
Few studies examined the types and effectiveness of police mentoring of African-
American police officers (Jollevet, 2008).  Jollevet (2008) noted “knowledge of the factors that 
have influenced the extent and pace of [the] gains [of African-Americans in law enforcement 
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since the Civil Rights Movement was] nonexistent” (p. 17).  To increase the body of research, 
Jollevet (2008) conducted a mix methods study, surveying and interviewing members of the 
National Organization of Black Law Enforcement Executives (NOBLE). The survey explored 
the question of whether "personal connections and networks" influenced the officers' promotion 
within the department (p. 19) and the importance of formal and informal mentoring (Jollevet, 
2008). Jollevet (2008) investigated the nature of mentorships, examining whether African-
American leaders had a mentor, how the mentor was assigned, and the race of the mentor.  Most 
African-American police leaders had mentors, often taking the form of informal mentor 
relationships (Jollevet, 2008).  About 69% of the mentors were African-American (Jollevet, 
2008). Mentoring proved to be an essential factor in the promotion of African-American officers.  
While Jollevet’s (2008) research looked into mentoring, it was only part of the research 
question in this study. Jollevet (2008) conducted a mixed methods study of African-American 
police executives to examine the relationship between “human capital, social capital, and 
perceived racial discrimination” (pp. 18-19) on the careers of African-American police 
executives.  Jollevet’s study is one of the only studies that looks at the experience of African-
American police executives.  Jollevet surveyed 224 executives and interviewed six after the 
completion of the survey.  While a national study, most of the executives that responded to the 
study were from the South. The study provided a general overview of factors impacting the 
career path of African-American police executives, including mentoring (as mentioned earlier) 
and discrimination. Jollevet found that 62.5% of African-American police executives 
experienced “weak or moderate” discrimination and 36.6% experienced “strong or very strong” 
discrimination (Jollevet, 2008, p. 22). Jollevet followed up on discrimination during follow-up 
interviews with six of the study participants.  All six executives interviewed said that they 
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experienced or witnessed forms of racism during their careers.  Jollevet (2008) shared this from 
the interviews: 
As reported by one of the interviewees, a retired chief of police, “racial discrimination is 
a ‘common theme’ that is pervasive at the ‘bottom’ [lower level of the career ladder] and 
“top” [higher level of the career ladder.” However, one of the interviewees, a 
commander, reported that incidences of experiences racial discrimination were “pretty 
much nonexistent” in the latter years of his career path… all interviewees reported that 
they believed race is a factor that is both negative and positive. (p. 23) 
    
African-American police leaders experienced discrimination early in their police careers 
(Jollevet, 2008).   
In the next section I describe how bias, hiring and promotion practices affected the 
retention and promotion of African-American officers.     
Bias in Hiring, Retention, and Promotion 
In the 1960s, police agencies began hiring African-Americans to counter hostility by 
members of the African-American community (Alex, 1969).  Departments believed African-
American officers are “far more effective in dealing with” the African-American community 
(Alex, 1969, p. 200-201).  Subsequently, agencies reacted to African-American police officers 
“in terms of [their] racial identity, rather than [their] professional one” (Alex, 1969, p. 201).  In 
other words, departments sought to hire African-Americans to control Black communities, rather 
than contribute professional knowledge to the departments (Alex, 1969).    
While police departments specifically seek African-American applicants for police 
positions, certain “racist” policies and practices result in the applicants not being hired (Bolton & 
Feagin, 2004, p. 121).  Bolton and Feagin (2004) conducted qualitative research to identify 
whether, and to what degree, racial hostility and discrimination in hiring practices existed.  
Bolton and Feagin (2004) conducted interviews with 50 African-American police officers from 
16 different states in the southern United States.  The researchers found racism in agencies 
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impedes a “willingness to recruit [B]lacks as well as their ability to do it successfully” (Bolton & 
Feagin, 2004, p. 120).  The respondents in Bolton and Feagin’s (2003) study encouraged 
agencies to seek the advice and insights of African-Americans in the creation and 
implementation of recruitment policies.  “There are still relatively few Black officers in most 
police departments in positions central to recruiting efforts” (Bolton & Feagin, 2004, p. 120).  
This problem becomes a vicious cycle because low numbers of African-American officers make 
it more difficult to attract and hire additional Black officers because they perceive “they are not 
wanted” (p. 121).   
Historically, White males experience success in their applications for police positions 
(Decker & Huckabee, 1999).  For example, White males comprised nearly 67% of successful 
applicants to the Indianapolis Police Department, while African-American males comprised only 
15.3% (Decker & Huckabee, 1999, p. 67).  White males comprised 66.8% of the applicant pool 
and African-American males comprised 14.7%, so the number hired aligns with the percentage 
that applied (p. 67).  African-American females, however, represented 7.8% of applicants in 
Indianapolis, but the department hired only 5.3% of the female applicants (Decker & Huckabee, 
1999, p. 67).  In 2000, Green recommended further research regarding African-American 
females in law enforcement, noting, “little [was] known about these officers” (Greene, 2000, p. 
231).   
The research of Wilson et al., (2013) supported Decker and Huckabee’s (1999) research 
findings, as described earlier. Wilson et al. (2013) found the percentage of African-Americans 
hired by police agencies as sworn officers correlated to the percentage of African-American 
applicants.  Looking specifically at larger cities, African-Americans accounted for 21.73% of the 
applicants and 21.35% of the sworn officers hired (Wilson et al., 2013, p. 245).  The number of 
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African-American officers dropped significantly after the probationary term ends (Wilson et al., 
2013).  Wilson et al. (2013) found agencies retained just under 4% of the total number of 
African-American applicants.  African-Americans comprised only 21.04% of the total officers 
retained after probation (Wilson et al., 2013).   
Nearly 40% of the African-American officers left their department prior to the end of the 
probationary period (Wilson et al., 2013).  This leaves some unanswered questions, such as why 
so many African-Americans left during probation or, alternatively, what motivated those who 
stayed in the job to continue their police career?  Another unknown in the Wilson et al. (2013) 
study concerned whether the rates of retention vary depending upon the ethnicity of the police 
chief or other key administrators.   
Researchers started looking more into the personal experiences of African-American 
officers in the early 2000s (Bolton, 2003; Bolton & Feagin, 2004; Jollevet, 2008; Thompson, 
2003).  Thompson (2003) conducted the Law Enforcement Executive Survey (LEES), which 
went out to African-American law enforcement officers at the command or executive level 
(Thompson, 2003).  Among the findings, Thompson (2003) found that in the first five years as a 
police officer, the respondents stated they:   
• Experienced strained social and working relations with [W]hite officers;   
• Felt that agencies treated them differently and trusted them less than [W]hite officers;   
• Incurred rejection and isolation from members of both the African-American and White 
civilian communities, and;   
• Sensed a lack of fairness not only in the application of performance evaluation criteria, 
but in the promotion process as well. (Thompson, 2003, p. 155)  
 
Bolton (2003) supported Thompson's (2003) research, arguing that the top three barriers 
to racial equality in policing take the form of departments regarding African-American officers 
as outsiders, African-American officers being treated as token cops, and African-Americans 
feeling socially isolated (Bolton, 2003).  Further, the organizational barriers for African-
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American officers included unequal promotions, differential assignments, field training, and 
more scrutiny of actions, and harsher discipline, particularly for African-American recruits 
(Bolton, 2003).   
Bolton and Feagin (2004) conducted a qualitative study to understand the experience of 
African-American officers in historically White police agencies.  Bolton and Feagin (2004) 
interviewed 50 African-American officers in the late 1990s.  The researchers looked at racial 
barriers in policing (Bolton & Feagin, 2004).  When African-American Americans “move into 
historically [W]hite work places" they usually find "entrenched old-boy or buddy networks, fully 
operational and generative of an array of racial prejudice and discrimination” (p. 120).  The 
African-American officers interviewed “argue, [that] racial hostility and discrimination are still 
factors that routinely operate to set limits on the number of African-American officers” (p. 126).  
Further, the African-American officers shared a perception that “systematic barriers exist" in 
police departments, limiting their "advancement and impact[s] the longevity of their careers” 
(Bolton, 2003, p. 389).  African-Americans officers believed that there was not a place for them 
at the top of the organization (Bolton, 2003).    
Most recently, Wilson, Wilson, and Gwann (2016) conducted a quantitative study to 
determine the level of representation of Communities of Color in Rhode Island law enforcement 
agencies. The researchers found low numbers of Persons of Color represented among the 
supervisory ranks, specifically finding 95.43% of Rhode Island supervisory and command level 
officers are White (Wilson, et al., 2016).  This study was an additional example showing limited 
numbers of Officers of Color attain leadership positions.    
Additional barriers to employment of African-American officers include the level of 
education required to become an officer, criminal records with minor offenses, and washing out 
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in the field training process (Bolton & Feagin, 2004).  Jordan et al. (2009) found the requirement 
of two years of college education significantly impacted the hiring of Communities of Color. 
Some African-American police trainees are also terminated early because the White field 
training (FT) officer weeded them out in the field training process (FTP) (Bolton & Feagin, 
2004).  Utilizing the FTP "provides an easy way out for many historically [W]hite departments" 
because "[t]hey can screen out African-American applicants with subjective criteria implemented 
by FTs whose past discrimination has guaranteed employment of primarily [W]hite officers” (p. 
135).  Some African-American officers asserted that bias in departmental disciplinary practices, 
bureaucratic discouragement of promotions, and other barriers to advancement within the law 
enforcement agencies exist, keeping African-Americans from key leadership positions (Bolton & 
Feagin, 2004).   
While barriers existed affecting how African-Americans get into and advance through a 
police career, African-American officers may not even want the job.  This presented another 
layer in the recruitment challenge (COPS, 2009).  The next section outlines the lack of interest 
held by African-Americans in pursuing a police career.  
Law Enforcement as a Career Choice 
A final theme in the research, also identified as a tension, concerned African-Americans' 
disinterest in becoming police officers.  Ross (2001) argued in an essay that “‘petit apartheid’ 
may have an insidious effect on the career aspirations of many African-Americans who, 
otherwise, may have chosen a career in law enforcement” (p. 70).  The term “petit apartheid” 
used in Ross’s essay means “separating and distinguishing among the types of justice accorded 
People of Color, however subtle and informal” (p.70).  Ross (2001) described the factors 
affecting the decision to serve in law enforcement:  
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[T]he plight of African-Americans…can be summarized as nothing less than a catch-22 
situation.  The catch is simple.  African-Americans have good reason to be leery of 
police.  They are reasonable to expect consternation from fellow African-Americans in 
their aspirations to join the men and women in blue.  After all, police are blue first and 
African-American second.  Yet, on the other hand, People of Color who fear continued 
discriminatory police practices would gain much if more African-Americans would join 
law enforcement. (p. 77)  
 
Law enforcement agencies conduct outreach to Persons of Color, yet the largest 
challenge in diversity recruitment was finding Persons of Color with an interest in working as a 
police officer (COPS, 2009).  In 2007, The International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP) 
conducted a survey of law enforcement agency leaders and, in part, found African-Americans 
were one of the most difficult demographic groups to recruit (COPS, 2009).  When IACP 
accounted for a population adjustment and looked only at communities where African-
Americans were represented in the community, their finding remained true—African-American 
people are a difficult demographic to recruit (COPS, 2009).   
The IACP data reported by COPS (2009) was supported by the earlier research of 
Hochstedler and Conley (1986).  Hochstedler and Conley (1986) surveyed 151 police agencies, 
with 110 responding, to determine why African-Americans were underrepresented in city police 
departments.  Hochstedler and Conley (1986) found that the responding agencies’ cities average 
African-American populations was around 20%, but only 9% of their police officers were 
African-American (Hochstedler & Conley, 1986).  The researchers looked at the data through the 
lens of hiring discrimination and the lack of interest in pursuing the career (Hochstedler & 
Conley, 1986).  Hochstedler and Conley (1986) found data did not support the discrimination 
argument, as discrimination “specific to the departments can only account for 25% of the 
variation at most” (p. 326). The researchers found, instead, the data supported the lack of interest 
argument, noting that “[i]t could easily account for the fact that the degree of underrepresentation 
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of African-Americans in policing [was] nearly the same everywhere” (p. 326). Hochstedler and 
Conley’s (1986) research showed the lack of representation by African-American’s on police 
departments may be attributable to a lack of interest in working in the profession.   
Further supporting the argument that African-Americans simply do not want the job, the 
1995 National Opinion Survey on Crime and Justice (NOSCJ) found African-Americans held 
less than favorable attitudes about law enforcement (Wilson Huang & Vaughn, 1996).  However, 
the study also found “experiencing a positive contact with the police was the strongest 
determinant of positive attitudes toward the police.  The results suggest that “contact with the 
police, more than race, explain[ed] variations in attitudes” regarding police (p. 44).  If one has a 
negative perception of a work environment, they may not want to join that profession.   
The “Black community generally views the police force as a brutal and oppressive, an 
exploitative agency established by [W]hites” (Nalla & Corley, 1996, p. 146).  This viewpoint, as 
well as other factors, made a career in law enforcement for African-Americans less attractive 
(Alex, 1969; COPS, 2009; Nalla & Corley, 1996).  Studies have shown African-Americans 
pursuing criminal justice degrees do not necessarily do so with the intent of pursuing a career in 
law enforcement (Gabbidon, Penn & Richard 2003; Krimmel & Tartaro, 1999).  Non-White 
criminal justice majors lacked an interest in wearing a uniform, were not concerned with 
arresting criminals, and were neutral with respect to protecting the Constitution (Krimmel & 
Tartaro, 1999).  African-American students studied criminal justice because of employment 
potential, financial considerations, and some altruistic motives (Gabbidon, Penn, & Richard, 
2003).  At a historically Black university, only 26% of the criminal justice students wanted to 
become a police officer (Gabbidon, Penn, & Richard, 2003).  
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Raganella and White (2004) conducted a quantitative research study to determine what 
motivated non-White people to join the profession in reaction to the lack of interest by Persons 
of Color in becoming police officers.  Looking specifically at New York City police recruits, 
Raganella and White (2004) found African-American recruits ranked helping others as the top 
reason for becoming a police officer, followed by job security, job benefits, career advancement, 
early retirement, and then a desire to fight crime (Raganella & White, 2004).  While the order 
was comparable to the order provided by White recruits, the study found African-Americans 
ranked the opportunity to help people as a much higher career-choice influencer than did White 
recruits (Raganella & White, 2004).  
This literature reviewed identified the external factors influencing whether an African-
American candidate may pursue a police career and, if so, whether they stay in the profession 
and purse leadership positions.  Three key findings appeared in the literature. First, whether 
departments developed positive relationships with Communities of Color (Wilson et. al, 20 13) 
and whether the department was led by a Person of Color (Gustafson, 2013) significantly 
impacted whether members of Communities of Color are recruited, hired, or retained.  The level 
of resources invested in diversity recruitment and hiring matters (Jordan et. al, 2009), including 
the investment in mentoring programs (Jollevet, 2008). Second, bias existed in hiring and 
retention of Officers of Color by police departments (Alex, 1969; Bolton & Feagin, 2004; 
Thompson, 2003; Wilson et. al, 2009).  Finally, a big challenge to increasing the number of 
Black police officers was that African-Americans may not want a job in law enforcement 
(COPS, 2009; Hochstedler & Conley, 1986; Nalla & Corley, 1996).  These findings revealed 
some of the reasons why African-Americans may not pursue police service and why they may 
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not stay in the profession and pursue advancement opportunities.  The next section outlines the 
gaps and tensions in the literature set forth above.   
Gaps and Tensions in the Literature 
Much of the literature concerning the recruitment and experiences of African-American 
police officers focused on the lack of representation of African-American police officers in the 
profession, and the lack of successful recruitment strategies.  Quantitative studies identified a list 
of reasons why African-Americans pursued a career in law enforcement (Raganella & White, 
2004), but few qualitative studies investigated the individual stories of African-American 
officers pursuing a law enforcement career to gain a deeper understanding of these motivations. 
In addition, I found no national research studies on the recruitment, hiring, and promotion 
of African-American police officers.  Jollevet (2008) did conduct a national study about the 
experience of police executives, most of who worked in the South. The study was mixed 
methods, with only six executives being interviewed (Jollevet, 2008).  The research relates to 
hiring of officers in Indianapolis (Decker & Huckabee, 1999), the experience of token officers in 
Milwaukee (Stroshine & Brandl, 2008), the experience of Officers of Color in Scotland 
(Onifade, 2002), the experience of African-Americans police officers in New York (Alex, 1969; 
Leinen, 1984), and the experience of African-American officers in southern states (Bolton, 2003; 
Bolton & Feagin, 2004).   
The voice and perspectives of current senior police leaders of color, including African-
Americans, was notably absent.  I found few studies regarding what motivated Officers of Color 
to take a job in law enforcement, what kept them there, and why they pursued leadership 
positions.  Some policy advocates argued that mentoring programs may play an important role in 
increasing the numbers of police Officers of Color (Arter, 2006; Cashmore, 2001; McDermott, 
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2014, Moore, 1983; Onifade, 2002).  A qualitative study on what attracts and sustains African-
American police leaders can shed light on what police agencies might do to attract, retain, or 
promote African-American police recruits in the future.   
Non-White individuals have “reluctantly pursued” police jobs (Stokes, 1997, p. 37) and 
the recruitment of African-American police officers remains a challenge in cities like Harrisburg 
(PennLive Editorial Board, 2014).  The lack of representation by Persons of Color among police 
departments “creates a shortage of role models for recruitment of these populations” (COPS, 
2009, p. 5).  African-Americans working in law enforcement add value because “it helps to build 
community trust and confidence, offers operational advantages, improves understanding and 
responsiveness, and reduces the perception of bias” (IACP, 2007, p. 10).  In the current climate 
of racial tension between police departments and Communities of Color, understanding the 
motivation to enter the police profession, the lived experience of African-American officers in 
the profession, and the leadership of senior African-American law enforcement professionals 
may prove valuable to providing more diversity in departments, and improving community 
relationships.   
Finally, the lack of theory used in the research analysis is a gap in the literature. Notably, 
the literature reviewed lacks the use of theoretical analysis. Researchers in this topic area tended 
to rely on historical accounts (Dulaney, 1996; Stokes, 1997; Walker 1983; Walker 1992) and 
quantitative studies (Decker, 2008; Gabbidon et al., 2003; Guajardo, 2014; Gustafson, 2013; 
Hochstedler, 1984; Hochstedler & Conley, 1986; Jordan et al., 2009; Nalla & Corley, 1996; 
Raganella & White, 2004; Stokes & Scott, 1993; Stokes & Scott, 1994; Thompson, 2003).  Most 
studies about the police and racial matters are “largely descriptive or exploratory based” (Bolton, 
2003, p. 387). While there are a handful of qualitative studies investigating the experience of 
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African-American law enforcement officers (Alex, 1969; Bolton, 2003; Bolton & Feagin, 2004; 
Cashmore, 2001; Jollevet, 2008; Leinen, 1984; Onifade, 2002), they are devoid of theoretical 
analysis (Alex, 1969; Cashmore, 2001; Leinen, 1984; Onifade, 2002).  Except for two research 
studies (Bolton, 2003; Bolton & Feagin, 2004; Jollevet, 2008), “[m]ost empirical studies of the 
police, community policing, and racial matters are not theoretically driven” (Bolton & Feagin, 
2004, p. 24).  
Recognizing the lack of theoretical analysis, Bolton (2003) and Bolton and Feagin (2004) 
utilized experiential-racism theory. Experiential racism, also known as “everyday racism” 
(Essed, 1991, p. 3), involves the use of “systematic, recurrent, [and] familiar practices” (Essed, 
1991, p. 3). At its core, this theory recognizes “unequal relations of privilege and power between 
racially define groups” (Bolton & Feagin, 2004, p. 26).  Experiential racism examines the 
collective experiences of a group and how these experiences create an understanding of a single 
group member’s perception of racial interactions (Bolton, 2003).  
Bolton (2003) and Bolton and Feagin (2004) used the theory of experiential racism to 
study the experiences and perceptions of African-American police officers in the southern United 
States.  Bolton and Feagin (2004), along with other researchers, developed the concept of 
experiential racism as a means to show: 
How racial discrimination is experienced as routine, recurring, and everyday reality for 
[B]lack Americans and other Americans of [C]olor across and within an array of societal 
institutions... experiential racism involves discrimination that is motivate by racial 
stereotyping and racial images that have become so integrated into the woodwork of the 
society that they are barely noticeable to most [W]hite Americans. (p. 18) 
 
The interviews conducted by Bolton (2005) examined the barriers faced by African-
American officers in gaining employment and seeking promotions and the impact of race on 
relationships with colleagues and department administration (as cited in Bolton & Feagin, 2004). 
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Their research was limited to officers a specific region, so it is plausible this theoretical lens 
might be utilized in a study of African-American officers’ experiences in other regions of the 
United States.  
Jollevet (2008) used human capital theory (Becker, 1993; Schulze, 1977) and social 
capital theory (Coleman, 1996).  While a national study, nearly half of the participants came 
from southern states (Jollevet, 2008). It is unknown what regions of the United States the six 
interviewees came from in Jollevet’s (2008) study. Jollevet’s (2008) research was focused 
primarily on external factors that were determinants of African-American police leader’s career 
paths. This left open an opportunity to look at the internal motivation of African-American’s 
pursuing police service. 
While not always explicitly stated, Kanter’s (2008) tokenism theory was clearly woven 
into much of the research literature regarding African-American officers (Bolton, 2003; 
Gustafson, 2008; Gustafson, 2011; Onifade, 2002).  Kanter (2008) identified a token as a person 
of a group with less than 15% representation in an organization.  In tokenism theory, the tokens 
had less-than-favorable experiences in the work environment because of their low numerical 
representation (Kanter, 2008).  The tokens felt invisible, isolated from most officers, and had 
difficulties in assimilation (Kanter, 2008).   
Kanter’s (2008) theory “has found much support in the policing literature” and “has most 
often explored the experiences of female officers” (Stroshine & Brandl, 2011).  Gustafson (2008) 
used tokenism theory to analyze findings in a quantitative study regarding the experience of 
police Officers of Color in law enforcement agencies. In his study, Gustafson (2008) found only 
modest evidence showing that Officers of Color feel more visible and have more performance 
pressure, as well as limited evidence Officers of Color “feel their social characteristics limit 
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work roles and advancement opportunities” (p. 7).  In addition to Gustafson’s (2008) study, 
Stroshine and Brandl (2011) used tokenism theory in another quantitative study to look 
specifically at the experience of “token” police officers in the Milwaukee Police Department.  
Their research revealed that “token” police officers experience tokenism as set forth by Kanter 
(2008).  In addition, Stroshine and Brandl found African-American officers experienced higher 
levels of “tokenism” than Latino officers (p. 358).   
While not explicitly stated as an applicable theory, both Onifade (2002) and Bolton 
(2003) touched on tokenism theory in their qualitative research.  Onifade (2002) found the 
officers interviewed in the Scottish Police believed the “effort aimed at fighting racism over the 
last few years is…for public consumption and appears to be tokenistic” (p. 21). Bolton (2003) 
found African-American “officers who do succeed do not necessarily pave the way for others” 
because they are simply “tokens” filling a quota and “no racial problem exists” (p. 390).  Room 
exists in qualitative research to use the theory of tokenism regarding the recruitment, hiring, 
retention, advancement, and experience of current police officers on a national level.  However, I 
used other theories to analyze my research to gain a deeper understanding of the experience and 
internal motivation to endure racism in order to serve and lead in the police profession. 
In the next section I outline the theoretical lenses I used to interpret my review findings 
concerning what sustained and motivated African-American senior police leaders during their 
career.  I adopted two primary theories, critical race theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) and 
servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977) to analyze and interpret my research findings.  
Analytical Theory 
Many researchers endorse the need to recruit, hire, and promote African-American police 
officers (e.g., Alex 1969; Alexander, 1978; Bolton & Feagin, 2004; Cashmore, 2014; COPS, 
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2009; Griffin, 1975; Hochstedler & Conley, 1986; Kerner Commission, 1967; Leinen, 1984; 
Nalla & Corley, 1996; McDonough, 2014; White & Escobar, 2008).  Since the time of the 
Kerner Report in the 1960s, the number of African-Americans in law enforcement has risen, but 
their representation is still not equal to the representation of the communities that the police 
departments serve (COPS, 2009).  The voice of African-American police officers and the 
application of theoretical lenses provides insight about what motivates African-Americans to 
serve in the profession and seek police leadership positions.  
I adopted two theories to study the career of African-American senior police leaders: 
critical race theory (CRT; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) and servant leadership theory (Greenleaf, 
1977).  I adopted CRT because the concepts associated with this theory explain and interpret the 
majority of my study findings.  Intermixed in critical race theory is stereotype threat theory 
(Steele, 1997). Stereotype threat affects African-American officers due to the pressures 
experienced by officers to overcome systematic barriers that exist for individuals seeking to enter 
and advance in the police profession (Bolton, 2003).  To analyze the leadership motivations and 
actions of African-American leaders, I used servant leadership theory (Greenleaf, 2003), using a 
model adapted by Northouse (2016). The servant leadership model provided a lens to analyze the 
dominant themes of my study, particularly service and desire to advance the common good.  
Critical Race Theory 
Critical race theory (CRT) is a theoretical lens employed by researchers to make the 
impact of race the focal point of a critical examination (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). CRT is an 
interdisciplinary theory used often in the area of legal studies (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; 
Solórzano, 1998), but is also popular in the study of education (Yosso, 2002). In education, CRT 
offers a “race-conscious approach to understanding educational inequality and identifying 
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potential solutions (Zamudio, Russel, Rios, & Bridgman, 2011). The theory “foregrounds race as 
the central construct for analyzing inequality” (Zamudio et al., 2011, p. 2) and gives a researcher 
another assessment tool to identify ways to alleviate the challenges study subjects face in their 
environment (Zamudio et al., 2011).  
In education, CRT is used as a tool to challenge “the dominant discourse on race and 
racism as the relate to education by examining how educational theory, policy, and practice are 
used to subordinate certain racial and ethnic groups” (Solórzano, 1998, p. 122). CRT emphasizes 
provides an opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of race through narratives and stories 
based in the experience of marginalized groups (Zamudio et al., 2011). CRT is comprised of five 
generally agreed upon foundational themes (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Yosso, 2002). While 
there are CRT themes commonly used in analysis, CRT is a flexible theory and not all theorists 
agree on or use all five themes (Zamudio et al., 2011).   
The first theme entails a recognition that racism is a normal everyday occurrence 
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).  Because racism is not unique or out of the ordinary, it is difficult 
to remedy or eliminate because it is often not acknowledged (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).  As a 
society, Americans use color-blind descriptions of society and insist that everyone is treated 
equally (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).  This results in American society only seeing and 
protesting the most flagrant acts of discrimination (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). 
The second theme of CRT is that the American system of “white-over-color ascendency 
serves important purposes, both psychic and material, for the dominant group (Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2017, p. 8).  This is also known as interest convergence (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).  
When racism converges with other forms of subordination, such as classism or sexism, it 
maintains inequality in rhetoric, designs, and systems (Huber & Solorzano, 2015).  
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Social construction is the third theme of CRT (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).  Within this 
concept, one recognizes a connection between unequal treatment of Persons of Color and social 
thought and relations (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).  Race is a category invented by society 
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).  Delgado and Stefancic (2017) note that “society frequently 
chooses to…create races, and endows them with pseudo-permanent characteristics ” (p. 8).  
Another theme is the notion of intersectionality (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).  No person can 
solely be defined by one identity (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).  All people have super-imposed 
identities, beliefs, and faiths (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).   
The final theme of CRT affirms the use of storytelling and narrative (Huber & Solorzano, 
2015l Yosso, 2002; Zamudio et al., 2011). CRT builds upon “everyday experiences with 
perspective, viewpoint, and the power of persuasion to come to a deeper understanding of how 
Americans see race (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 45).  One basis for using story is that 
American Whites “cannot easily grasp what it is like to be [non-White]” (Delgado & Stefancic, 
2017, p. 46).  Stories give voice to marginalized groups to show that other people have similar 
experiences (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).  By naming forms of discrimination, such as 
microaggressions, unconscious discrimination, or structural racism, these can be exposed and 
resisted (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). 
Microaggressions. Huber and Solorzano (2015) examined microaggressions from a CRT 
perspective. Pierce (1988) asserted that all African-Americans need a solid theoretical 
understanding of racism in order to lessen its debilitating effects. Huber and Solorzano (2015) 
defined microaggressions as “every day racism”:  
[R]acial microaggressions are a form of systematic, everyday racism used to keep those 
as the racial margins in their place. They are: (1) verbal and non-verbal assaults directed 
toward People of Color, often carried out in subtle, automatic or unconscious forms; (2) 
layered assaults based on race and its intersections with gender, class, sexuality, 
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language, immigration status, phenotype, accent, or surname; and (3) cumulative assaults 
that take a psychological, and academic tole on People of Color.  (p. 298) 
 
An examination of microaggressions using CRT requires that the researcher employ "an 
interdisciplinary analysis that centers on the lived experiences of People of Color to understand 
how everyday racism, and other forms of oppression intersect to mediate life experiences and 
outcomes” (Huber & Solorzano, 2015, p. 301).  The relationship between daily 
microaggressions, institutional racism, such as structures and processes, and ideologies that 
maintain a White power dynamic is complex (Huber & Solorzano, 2015). CRT is used to 
examine microaggressions to identify, evaluate, and take apart racism that serve to perpetuate a 
feeling of inferiority by Persons of Color (Huber & Solorzano, 2015). Microaggression analysis 
using CRT centers on the lived experiences of People of Color, rather than how Whites 
encounter microaggressions (Huber & Solorzano, 2015).  
Stereotype theat. Stereotype threat exists when “situational cues in a setting make a 
stereotype salient and relevant to one’s actions, the resulting psychological pressure to disprove 
the stereotype might depress academic [or job] performance” (Murphy & Taylor, 2012, p. 18).  
Stereotype threat is a “situational threat” (Steele, 1997), which may shape the actions of African-
Americans if they think they are in a situation where others judge them based upon an existing 
negative stereotype (Steele, 1997).  Stereotype threat theory acknowledges individuals have 
many social identities (Murphy & Taylor, 2012).  When there are environmental signs that an 
individual’s social identity is more prominent than others, they will initiate a vigilance process 
(Murphy & Taylor, 2012).  
In the vigilance process, the individual’s awareness becomes focused on whether there 
are environmental signs that their social identity may be a disadvantage to their success (Murphy 
& Taylor, 2012).  The individual determines whether their social group identity will or will not 
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be a “source of stigma, devaluation or mistreatment” (Murphy & Taylor, p. 19). If the individual 
believes that their social identity is not a disadvantage, advantage to success, their vigilance will 
relax (Murphy & Taylor, 2012). If, however, environmental signs indicate that a specific group 
identity is a potential disadvantage, their vigilance will intensify (Murphy & Taylor, 2012).  
Those experiencing stereotype threat are motivated to act to refute the stereotype 
(Schmader & Beilock, 2012). The research related to stereotype threat has focused on the 
negative effects of stereotypes (Shih, Pittinsky, & Ho, 2012).  For example, Steele and Aronson 
(1995), found negative stereotypes undermined the performance of the individual being 
stereotyped.  Not only is stereotype threat known to undermine performance (Steele & Aronson, 
1995), it may influence the individual’s willingness to continue in a profession (Murphy & 
Taylor, 2012). 
Stereotype threat relates to a study of African-American police leaders to assess whether 
they were (1) vigilant about disproving stereotypes to advance in their agency; or, (2) not vigilant 
because they did not perceive any stereotype threat which might impede their successful 
advancement in their career. Stereotype threat helped interpret African-American police officers’ 
perception of others’ views as they advanced through their police career, and of their 
opportunities for success. Stereotype theory explained the perceptions African-American officers 
had about how race impacted them as they applied for and received leadership promotions.  Race 
is always in the background of leadership.   
I also adopted servant leadership to explain the motivation of officers to serve.  A 
dominant theme emerging from the data involved the motivation of officers to make change and 
serve others for the common good.   
  
BLACK LEADERS IN BLUE 
 
   
 
37 
Servant Leadership 
The literature discussed earlier identified the external factors influencing whether 
African-Americans pursue police careers, and if so, whether they would stay in the profession to 
pursue leadership positions. My study identified dominant themes indicating a desire by 
participants to create change and a call to service for the common good of society. In reviewing 
leadership theories that would enrich my analysis of these themes, I determined that servant 
leadership (Greenleaf, 1977) came the closest to meeting my study’s data themes.  The theory of 
servant leadership places service to others as the top priority of a leader (Greenleaf, 1977). 
Northouse (2016), relying upon the work of Liden, Wayne, Zhao, and Henderson (2008) 
and Liden, Panaccio, Hu, and Meuser (2014) adapted a model of servant leadership upon which I 
relied in my study. Northouse (2016) identified the servant leadership as comprised of three 
primary elements: antecedent conditions, manifesting servant leadership behaviors, and servant 
leadership outcomes. First, there are the antecedent conditions, which include: context and 
culture, leader attributes, and follower receptivity. These conditions often impact servant 
leadership.  
The antecedent condition of a leader’s attributes is described by Northouse (2016) as the 
philosophies and traits a person has about leading in certain situations and environments. The 
leader’s attributes shape how they develop as a servant leader (Northouse, 2016).  Liden et. al 
(2014) proposed that: 
Servant leaders’ desire to serve fosters a motivation to serve, which predisposes one 
toward servant leadership behaviors. In our view, the desire to serve others includes, but 
goes beyond, the propensity to be concerned for others…because it corresponds to an 
intrinsic motivation to engage in serving behaviors rather than a mere predisposition to be 
concerned for the well-being of others. Further, a desire to serve also motivated leaders to 
know their followers in order to better serve each individual’s needs. (p. 9) 
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The core of servant leadership is manifesting behaviors of a servant leader (Liden et al, 
2014; Northouse, 2016).  The study of servant leadership has often devoted to the study of “what 
constitutes a servant leader and the outcomes of servant leadership” (Liden et al., 2014, p. 8).  
Relying on the earlier work of Liden et al. (2008) Northouse (2016) identified the six behaviors 
of servant leadership. 
The first behavior, conceptualizing, refers to the leader’s intimate knowledge about the 
purpose, complexities, and mission of the organization they serve (Northouse, 2016).  A servant 
leader has the capacity “to think through multifaceted problems, to know if something is going 
wrong, and to address problems proactively in accordance with the overall goals of the 
organization” (Northouse, 2016, p. 233).  
The second behavior, emotional healing, means the leaders ability to recognize when 
others are suffering and a willingness to help tackle the problems (Northouse, 2016).  The third 
behavior is putting followers first.  A servant leader demonstrates to followers that their interests 
and apprehensions are a priority by focusing on the challenges of the follower.   
A servant leader also helps followers grow and succeed (Northouse, 2016).  A servant 
leader is committed to the growth of every organization member (Greenleaf, 2002) and, will 
mentor and support those they lead (Northouse, 2016). A servant leader “recognizes the 
tremendous responsibility to do everything within his or her power to nurture the personal, 
professional, and spiritual growth” of the follower (Greenleaf, 2002, p. 18). 
The fifth behavior of a servant leader is also behaving ethically.  Northouse (2016) 
describes this behavior as: 
Doing the right thing in the right way. It is holding to strong ethical standards, including 
being open, honest, and fair with followers. Servant leaders do not compromise their 
ethical principles in order to achieve success. (p. 235) 
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The final two behaviors are empowering and creating value for the community 
(Northouse, 2016).  Through empowerment, servant leaders share their power with others by 
giving them the freedom to handle difficult situations and make decisions on their own 
(Northouse, 2016).  Creating value for the community is the intentional and conscious behavior 
of a servant leader to serve the community.  In acting this way servant leaders “link the purpose 
and goals of an organization with the broader purpose of the community” (Northouse, 2016, p. 
235).   
While the focus of servant leadership is on the behaviors of the person leading, the model 
also examines the potential outcomes of servant leadership (Northouse, 2016).  Northouse (2016) 
defines the outcomes of servant leadership as: follower performance and growth, organizational 
performance, and societal impact. The outcome of follower growth and performance is an 
expectation that servant leadership will lead others to become more effective at their job and 
become servant leaders themselves. Organizational performance is the effect servant leadership 
has on the way the team functions (Northouse, 2016). Finally, an outcome of servant leadership 
is societal impact. Servant leaders are expected to have a “positive impact on society” 
(Northouse, 2016, p. 237).  This outcome is not measurable but can be demonstrated through 
anecdotal evidence.  Servant leaders work toward creating healthy organizations, and, as a result, 
society benefits (Greenleaf, 1977). A servant leader is focused on the long-term outcome of 
serving others and impacting the common good of society (Greenleaf, 1977). 
Critical race theory (Delgado, 2017), stereotype threat (Steele, 1997), and the servant 
leadership model (Greenleaf, 1977; Northouse, 2016), served as useful tools in studying the 
career of African-American senior police leaders.  CRT helps explain and interpret the majority 
of my study findings surrounding the influence of race on the career of African-American police 
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leaders. Stereotype threat helped identify the impact of race on the officers as they pursued 
leadership positions.  Servant leadership theory (Greenleaf, 2003), using a model adapted by 
Northouse (2016), provided a lens to analyze the dominant themes of my study, particularly 
service and desire to advance the common good. Before getting to the data collected in this study 
and my analysis using these themes, I describe my study methodology in the next chapter. 
 
  
BLACK LEADERS IN BLUE 
 
   
 
41 
CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 
Qualitative research permits the researcher to connect personally with research 
participants to hear how they construct reality in their social environments (Creswell, 2013; 
Merriam, 2009). Based upon this interaction, the researcher obtains an in-depth understanding of 
a complex issue from the viewpoint of the research subject and the reality they construct within 
their own social environment (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009). Overall, qualitative researchers 
gain an understanding of how people make sense of their lives and experiences (Merriam, 2009).   
The purpose of this chapter is to explain the methodology of this study and the measures 
taken to ensure reliable results.  My goal was to investigate what attracts and sustains the 
commitment of African-American police leaders through various stages in their career – from 
entry to taking on a senior leadership role.  I used qualitative research as my method because it 
involves an in-depth examination into the issue presented by the research question (Bogdan & 
Biklen, 2007), and the study purpose was to learn how individuals or groups, specifically 
African-American police leaders, understand their lived experiences and the meaning they give 
to their experiences (Bazeley, 2013). Because qualitative research delves into the meaning, 
definition, and description of experience of the research subject (Berg & Lune, 2012), I selected 
this method to answer my research question.  My goal: add to the limited research about what 
attracts and sustains the commitment of African-American police officers to serve at various 
stages in their career.   
In this section I describe my research study design. I first describe case study research 
and why it is my preferred qualitative method for this study. I then discuss the Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) review board process. I continue with a description of the research design, 
including participant selection, data collection and analysis, and reliability and validity.  I wrap 
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up this this section with a discussion of my qualifications in this area of research and steps taken 
to reduce any of my personal biases. 
Case Study Research  
I used a case study approach to look for meaning and understanding (Chadderton & 
Torrance, 2011; Merriam, 2009).  Case study involves an in-depth description and analysis of a 
“real-life, contemporary bounded system” (Creswell, 2013, p. 97).  A bounded system is a 
distinct element of analysis around which boundaries exist (Merriam, 2009). Within a case study, 
the researcher focuses on an identifiable circumstance, experience, setting, or phenomenon 
(Merriam, 2009). The goal of a case study is to obtain a comprehensive description of the 
experience being investigated (Merriam, 2009). Further, they enlighten the readers’ 
understanding of the experience (Merriam, 2009).  Case studies provide knowledge to which we 
would otherwise not have access (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2014).  Researchers use case study 
methods when they seek to understand a multifaceted “social phenomena” (Yin, 2014, p. 4).  
Case study is appropriate to use when the research question takes the form of “how and why” 
and the focus of the study centers on contemporary events. 
In a case study, the researcher prioritizes describing a circumstance before analyzing or 
theorizing about it (Chadderton & Torrance, 2011).  The researcher asks what is going on before 
trying to explain it (Chadderton & Torrance, 2011).  The case study’s strength is that it does not 
claim a particular data collection method (Merriam, 2009), and the researcher can look to many 
data sources to explore and query the question (Chadderton & Torrance, 2011). The two most 
common ways of collecting case study data include research diaries and interviewing (Somekh & 
Lewin, 2011). Interviews explore the participants’ memories, illuminate their understanding of 
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why things have come to be what they are, and offer descriptions of the current challenges and 
objectives of the participants (Chadderton & Torrance, 2011). 
In my study, I researched what attracted and sustained the commitment of African-
American police leaders through various stages in their career. I focused my study specifically 
on the experiences of African-American police leaders who ranked at the lieutenant level or 
higher.  Through the use of case study research by interviewing 14 African-American police 
leaders from the Midwest, South, and West regions of the United States, I contributed to the 
collective knowledge (Yin, 2014) about the lived experience of current African-American police 
leaders. Using the case study research, I retained the “holistic and real-world perspective” (Yin, 
2014, p. 4) of African-American police leaders from their own point of view (Chadderton & 
Torrance, 2011). This approach within qualitative research allowed me to engage with the 
officers and to report the complexity of their lived experiences as police officers and leaders. I 
represented the meaning of experiences by describing their words to show the contribution and 
experiences particular officers bring to the law enforcement profession.  
In the next section I provide a detailed account regarding the methodology of this study. I 
start a description of the Institutional Review Board process. I then describe participant 
recruitment and selection, data collection and analysis, and reliability and validity. I conclude 
with a discussion of my role as a researcher and ethical considerations. 
Institutional Review Board 
Ethical considerations must be considered when research involves human subjects (Yin, 
2014). As a researcher my goal is to always protect human subjects using ethical research 
practices (Yin, 2014).  Prior to contacting any study participants or conducting any interviews I 
gained approval from the University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board (IRB).  The IRB 
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reviews research applications, looking particularly at the research’s “potential harmful impact on 
and risk to participants,” as a means of safeguarding the rights and welfare of human subjects 
(Creswell, 2013, p. 152). I submitted a description of the nature and purpose of my research to 
the IRB, along with supporting documentation describing the safeguards I would put in place to 
protect human study subjects.   
The nature and purpose of my research study were to investigate what attracts and 
sustains the commitment of African-American police leaders through various stages in their 
career from entry to taking on a senior leadership role. I interviewed 14 African-American police 
leaders who were currently holding a leadership position or had held a leadership position within 
the two years prior to the interview. Per IRB procedures, I submitted a proposed consent form 
setting forth the nature of my study, including the background and purpose of my research, 
participant expectations, steps to protect confidentiality, the voluntary nature of study subject 
participation, and my assessment of any risks associated with participation.  The IRB approved 
my study on March 2, 2017 (see Appendix A). 
After obtaining IRB approval, I selected and recruited participants for this study. I 
describe the recruitment and selection process in the next session.    
Recruitment and Selection of Participants 
In qualitative studies, the primary method of selecting research data is to conduct non-
probability sampling (Merriam, 2009).  Non-probability selection is purposeful sampling, 
otherwise known as a selection of a “sample from which the most can be learned” (Merriam, 
2009).  In purposeful sampling the researcher identifies the required criteria for selecting the site 
or people to be studied (Merriam, 2009).  In selecting the sample size, the researcher should 
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select a sample that provides sufficient opportunity to identify themes of the cases, “as well as 
conduct cross-theme analysis” (Merriam, 2009, p. 157).  
Following approval of my study, I selected and recruited participants to participants.  As 
per my IRB application, I set out to interview 10 to 12 African-American police leaders who 
ranked at the leadership level of lieutenant or higher.  I identified this demographic using the 
definition of The National Organization of Black Law Enforcement Executives (NOBLE, 2017) 
definition of senior police leaders.  NOBLE identified senior police leaders as officers at the 
executive and command levels in a police department.  For the purposes of this research I used 
the same definition, except my research was limited to current executive or command level 
officers or leaders who had retired within two years from their interview date.  The study was 
open to leaders from any geographic region of the United States.  I believed this group of 
participants would prove to be a deep resource of knowledge and information regarding what 
drives and sustains the commitment of African-American police officers through their career.  
I initially began my study by personally recruiting participants of whom I was personally 
aware through my previous experience and research.  I reached out to them by email (See 
Appendix D) to explain the study and invited their participation.  I used my experience working 
as a prosecutor, as well as our interaction in the interview process, to build trust with 
participants.  I then used the snowball sampling technique (Chadderton & Torrance, 2011), by 
asking the initial study participants if they would pass along my contact information and 
description of the study to other African-American leaders who might be willing to participate in 
the study.  The participants all expressed a willingness to suggest participation to other African-
American leaders who they knew through NOBLE or through FBI training.  Through this 
method I grew the pool of participants to six.   
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In order to grow the number of participants beyond six I searched LinkedIn for African-
American police leaders.  I identified 20 people, men and women, using this method and sent 
them invitations to participate in the study via LinkedIn.  Two participants responded and were 
interviewed.  Since I did not meet the number of participants I desired using personal 
connections, snowballing, and LinkedIn, I then visited the websites for departments across the 
United States looking for African-American police leaders.  I sent email invitations and waited 
for a response (See Appendix D).  I did not receive a response to my emails.  I returned to the 
websites, took down names and addresses from the public domain and then and wrote personal 
letters (See Appendix E) to each of them.  Within two weeks of sending the personal letter 
inviting participation in the study, I received ten responsive calls or emails expressing an interest 
and willingness to be interviewed.  I ultimately interviewed seven of the people that responded to 
my personal letter. 
During the course of the study I ended up with 14 participants from the Midwest, South, 
and West regions of the United States, all of whom were still working in the profession.  Nine 
participants were first in command, one was second in command, and four were third in 
command at their department.  One participant entered the police profession in the 1960s.  Five 
entered the profession in the 1980s, followed by six who entered in the 1990s, and two who 
entered in the 2000s.  An overview of the department rank, geographic region, and when the 
participant entered police service is found in Table 1. I gathered this information directly from 
participants and from their public online profiles. 
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Table 1 
Overview of Study Participants 
Participant Department Rank Region of U.S. based 
on U.S. Census 
Entered Profession 
Alf Chesley 1st in Command West 1990s 
 
Bayard Ellis 1st in Command Midwest 1990s 
 
Bobby Hill 3rd in Command Midwest 2000s 
 
Bobby Simone 1st in Command Midwest 1990s 
 
Cal Beecher 1st in Command West 1980s 
 
Camilla Patterson 1st in Command South 1980s 
 
Christie Love 1st in Command West  1990s 
 
Claudette Wyms 3rd in Command Midwest 1990s 
 
James Martinez 3rd in Command West 1980s 
 
Neal Washington 3rd in Command Midwest 2000s 
 
Peter St. John 1st in Command Midwest 1990s 
 
Ray Holt 1st in Command Midwest 1960s 
 
Roger Murtaugh 1st in Command Midwest 1980s 
 
Ron Harris 2nd in Command South 1980s 
 
Three of the 14 participants were female, specifically Camilla Patterson, Christie Love, 
and Claudette Wyms.   
During the interview process, I followed the IRB requirements and gained informed 
consent prior to interviewing participants.  They were provided an opportunity to ask any 
questions about the study and the consent form.  After consent was obtained, I began the in-
person, telephone, or video conference interview.  The participants were advised that I was 
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recording the interview and that they could terminate the interview at any point.  After 
completing the interview, the recordings were transcribed following the IRB protocols and 
transcriber confidentiality form.  I assigned participants pseudonyms in interview transcripts and 
other written documents, and removed their department names and job titles to ensure 
confidentiality.  I deleted the original recordings after transcription.  After pseudonymized of the 
transcripts, the original transcripts were also destroyed.  My research notes and pseudonymized 
transcripts will be destroyed three years following final approval of my dissertation.  
In the next section I describe how I collected data from the participants of my study. 
Data Collection 
In qualitative research, the researcher gathers data through document review, observation, 
and interviewing participants (Creswell, 2013).  In case study research one of the most common 
methods of collecting data is interviewing participants (Somekh & Lewin, 2011).  Interviews 
explore the participants’ memories, illuminate their explanation of why things have come to be 
what they are, and offer descriptions of the current challenges and objectives of the participants 
(Chadderton & Torrance, 2011). 
During the data collection phase of my study, I conducted semi-structured, private 
interviews with 14 senior police leaders.  Five of the interviews were conducted in person at a 
location selected by the participant.  One interview was conducted using video conference.  Eight 
interviews were conducted by phone.  Prior to each interview I gained informed consent.  During 
the process of obtaining informed consent, I asked the participants if they had any follow-up 
questions about the study or the informed consent form.  Before I started recording the interview, 
I reminded the participant that the interviews would be recorded and transcribed.   
BLACK LEADERS IN BLUE 
 
   
 
49 
Before each interview, I provided the participants with an outline of the general questions 
that I would cover in the interview.  The interviews were an hour to 90 minutes in length.  I used 
a semi-structured interview process.  Semi-structured interviews are a combination of a scripted 
question format and an unstructured format with no specific questions set forth (Berg & Lune, 
2012).  The use of a semi-structured interview format allowed me to ask follow-up questions to 
learn more about how participants individually experienced police service (Charmaz, 2014).  For 
the structured piece of my interview, I used the following questions as my general road map:  
As an African-American police leader:  
 
1.  What actions and experiences influenced you to serve as a police officer? 
2.  What roadblocks throughout your career (entry to your current position) challenged 
your commitment to service and leadership? What experiences inspired and supported 
your entry and continued service as an African-American police officer and leader? 
3.  How did you earn promotions to increasingly more senior leadership roles? 
4.  What does it means to be a good police leader? How does this answer change if the 
question is what does it mean to be a good African-American police leader? 
 
All interviews were recorded and transcribed by Rev.com in accordance with the Non-
Disclosure Agreement (see Appendix C).  I took written notes to make note of follow-up 
questions and to note any observations of verbal-cues or question avoidance.  I pseudonymized 
the participants’ names in the transcripts and removed identifying data, including police 
department and title.  I kept a master list of the participants and their pseudonyms in a password 
protected document to prevent access.  Original recordings and transcripts were deleted.  A 
pseudonymized copy of the transcript and notes are kept in my cloud drive and are password 
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protected to prevent access by anyone other than me.  A copy of other research documents will 
be kept in accordance with the IRB application (see Appendix A).  I ended my interviews after 
achieving data saturation.  Data saturation is the point when the data gathered through the 
interviews becomes redundant (Berg & Lune, 2012).  In my study I started to see redundancy in 
the data after interviewing twelve participants.  I conducted two more interviews to confirm that 
I had reached data saturation and then closed data collection.  In the following section I discuss 
that data analysis process used in my study.  
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Data Analysis 
A researcher creates meaning from the data through analysis (Merriam, 2009).  Making 
meaning from the data “involves consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what people have said 
and what the researcher has seen and read” (Merriam, 2009, p. 176).  The making of meaning 
from the data “constitutes the findings of the study” (Merriam, 2009, p. 176).  The findings of a 
study can be in the form of themes or categories that transcend the data collected and help 
“explain the data” (Merriam, 2009, p. 176).  
Data management is important to data analysis (Creswell, 2013).  Reading interview 
transcripts, research notes, and listening to the audio version of the interview shortly after an 
interview is a good first step in a qualitative research process (Maxwell, 2013).  After each 
interview I listened to the recording while reading the transcript, taking additional notes in the 
margins of the transcript along the way (Maxwell, 2013).  I noted on each line wide categories 
that the data fell into, for example age, gender, interactions, incidents, schooling, and more (Berg 
& Lune, 2012).  While going through the data questions, potential answers seemed to emerge, 
but I held these as tentative at best until all of the transcripts were reviewed and my memos on 
the interviews were reviewed and coded (Berg & Lune, 2012).  I crafted working memos along 
the way to document my thoughts and questions along the way (Maxwell, 2013).  Generally, as I 
worked through the transcripts, I continued to keep my study objective in mind – that I wanted to 
understand what attracted and sustained the commitment of African-American officer to advance 
through police service.  
After the first round of transcript review, I returned to the transcripts for another review.  
I began to pinpoint data bits I determined to be “responsive” to my research questions (Merriam, 
2009, p. 176).  As the researcher, I looked for parallels between information to find repeating 
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data (Merriam, 2009).  I began to create coding frames to analyze the content (Berg & Lune, 
2012).  In order to do this, I first went through the data again and created sticky notes of common 
data bits I saw in the transcripts.  I sorted and resorted the sticky notes several times to begin to 
categorize the data.  During the resorting, I started to see categories that I interpreted as being 
part of a larger category.  As such, I added a sticky note for a parent category and placed the 
post-it notes into one category.  For example, I saw categories like desire for change, feeling a 
need to work harder, motivations to serve, bad experiences, and good experiences.  I took the 
categories and created an Excel spreadsheet where I added detailed excerpts from the transcripts 
that supported the categories (Berg & Lune, 2012).   
Through looking at the data in the Excel spreadsheet, I developed generalizations of what 
I learned through the interviews (Creswell, 2013).  I looked at the data again and created flow 
charts using a whiteboard.  According to Creswell (2013), once the data is collected and 
analyzed, the researcher the engages in interpreting the data (Creswell, 2013).  This 
interpretation involves “abstracting out beyond the codes and themes to the larger meaning of the 
data” (p. 187).  As I created flowcharts I started to see the larger themes of the data, specifically 
the experiences of officers early in their career, their story of pursuing leadership positions, and 
what motivated them to seek leadership positions.  I took these themes and developed a second 
Excel spreadsheet to document the frequency of the themes, as well as move the detailed 
excerpts from my first Excel spreadsheet to support the themes.   
I also took steps to verify the reliability and validity of my data throughout the process of 
data collection and analysis.  I discuss the methods used next. 
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Reliability and Validity 
Reliability in research refers to “the extent to which research findings can be replicated 
(Merriam, 2009, p. 220).  In qualitative research, however, isolating a specific human behavior is 
not the researcher’s goal (Merriam, 2009).  A qualitative researcher seeks to “explain the world 
as those in the world experience it” (Merriam, 2009, p. 220).  As such, reliability in the 
traditional sense cannot be ascertained.  Asking “whether the results are consistent with the data 
collected” determines reliability in qualitative research (Merriam, 2009, p. 221).  Strategies 
available to ensure reliability include triangulation, respondent validation, reflexivity, and audit 
trail (Merriam, 2009).  To ensure validity (to the degree possible), I triangulated the data.  During 
the course of my study, I reviewed the transcripts following each interview.  I compared the data 
of one participant to another to check for consistency within the data.  I determined that there 
was consistency.     
Validity involves ensuring trustworthiness of qualitative research (Bazeley, 2013).  
Merriam (2009) described validity by noting that: 
Internal validity deals with the question of how research findings match reality. How 
congruent are the findings with reality? Do the findings capture what is really there? Are 
investigators observing or measuring what they think they are measuring? Internal 
validity in all research hinges on the meaning of reality. (p. 213) 
 
As noted earlier, in qualitative research the researcher looks at “people’s constructions of 
reality – how they really understand the world” (Merriam, 2009, p. 214).  This makes assessing 
validity challenging because how people construct their world will vary from study to study 
(Merriam, 2009).  There are, however, strategies that the researcher can use to increase the 
trustworthiness of qualitative research (Merriam, 2009).  Like reliability, the strategies for 
ensuring reliability and trustworthiness of qualitative research findings include triangulation, 
respondent validation, adequate data collection, and reflexivity (Merriam, 2009).  For assessing 
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validity, the researcher must also ensure adequate data collection (Merriam, 2009).  In my 
research, I used all the methods noted above to ensure and validity.  For example, I used 
triangulation, respondent validation, data saturation, and reflexivity.   
Triangulation may involve using several methods of data collection (Merriam, 2009).  
Triangulation using a case study research method means that the researcher will examine and 
compare interview data collected from different participants or re-interview the same people to 
gather additional information (Merriam, 2009).  In my research, I examined and compared the 
interview data of different participants.  I did this during the interview process and after all 
interviews were completed.  This helped me see patterns in the data and gave greater confident 
about capturing the voice of Black police officers 
Respondent validation permits the researcher to seek feedback on emerging themes that 
surface from the participants interviewed (Merriam, 2009).  During the interview process I asked 
participants if they would be willing to have follow-up contact so I could share emerging themes 
with them.  Four participants were willing to have such contact.  I shared the emerging themes of 
my research with them and asked if any of these themes resonated with them (Merriam, 2009, p. 
217). They reported that the themes resonated with them.   
Adequate engagement means that the “data and emerging finding must feel saturated” 
(Merriam, 2009, p. 219).  As interviews continue, the researcher notices that the same themes are 
repeating and additional information is not surfacing (Merriam, 2009).  As noted, I collected 14 
participant interviews.  At interview number 12, the data began to feel repetitive and the same 
themes were coming out.  I conducted two additional interviews to confirm and then closed the 
interview process and concluded I had reached data saturation. 
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The practice of developing an audit trail involves the researcher describing “how data 
were collected, how categories were derived, and how decisions were made throughout the 
inquiry” (Merriam, 2009, p. 223).  In my research, I kept memos on the process of my research, 
including memos reflecting on what I learned, what questions I asked, and the ideas I 
encountered as I collected data.   
Finally, reflexivity is a form of critical reflection (Merriam, 2009).  A researcher should 
“explain their biases, dispositions, and assumptions regarding the research” (Merriam, 2009, p. 
219).  I kept my own biases, disposition and assumptions in check by reflecting on how I my 
knowledge and experiences might impact my interpretation of the data.  In the next section of I 
outline my background and experiences as well as the potential biases which may serve as a 
limitation in my interpretation of the data. 
Research Preparation and Bias 
Researchers should consider what biases or assumptions they brought to the research 
process and note what steps they took to recognize and temper their biases (Merriam, 2009, p. 
219).  In this section I discuss the background, both personal and professional, that brought to 
this research study.  I also reflect on the biases I brought to this research and what I did to ensure 
that my bias was checked to ensure the data collection was not tainted.   
Both my personal and professional background brought me to this study.  I have my law 
degree and I worked as a criminal prosecutor for nine years.  In my professional journey I 
worked closely with police officers on cases involving alleged misconduct by community 
members.  The departments that I worked with were predominately comprised of White male 
officers.  In addition to working with police officers, I married a police officer.  For 11 years of 
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our relationship he actively served as a police officer.  My spouse is now retired. Many of our 
friend groups are active and retired police officers.   
While my personal and professional background brought me to this study as an area of 
interest, I recognized them as potential biases during the course of this study.  I believe in the 
work of police departments and I understand the dangers officers put themselves in daily.  I 
know many officers believe deeply in protecting and serving their community.  I know and 
worked with officers who were shot or injured in the line of duty.  Law enforcement is a 
dangerous profession.  Officers develop close ties to one another, and their relationships mirror 
those of family members.  The officers I know are mostly White officers because the 
departments in my jurisdiction as a prosecutor were predominately White departments.  This 
might create an unconscious bias. 
Added to this bias is my identity as White.  I do not have the lived experience of being 
African-American, nor have I worked as a police officer.  That said, I brought to the table a 
belief that being an African-American officer in a predominately White profession had to be 
difficult at times.  I wanted to hear their stories and I wanted to know what they experienced in 
the profession, both the good and the bad.  I wanted to know what drove them to be in the 
profession and stay in the profession, particularly in light of current day tensions between the 
African-American community and police departments.   
Being reflexive about my biases and keeping them in check as I collected and analyzed 
the data was essential to my research.  I continually reflected on my potential biases, an essential 
part of keeping biases in check throughout my study (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  I also spent time 
talking with colleagues at The University of St. Thomas, as well as classmates, debriefing 
generally about the research.  This served as another important way to keep biases is check 
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(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) because it helped me identify my blind spots.  I also engaged my 
dissertation advisor along the way as a form of seeking checks and balances in this process.  
Finally, I also brought the themes back to four of the participants who expressed a willingness to 
be contacted following the original interview.  I connected with them by email. I  gave them an 
opportunity to review that data I had collected to that point, and add any additional comments 
(Piper & Simons, 2011).  The themes identified in this study resonated with them.  I took 
measures to ensure the data was trustworthy and accurately reflected (Creswell, 2013).  
The purpose of my research was to gain a deeper understanding about what attracted and 
sustained the commitment of African-Americans to enter and advance through police service.  I 
interviewed African-American police leaders, including eleven men and three women.  They 
shared their stories about their experiences as police officers, rise to leadership, and motivation 
to pursue police leadership positions.  The stories about their experiences entering the profession 
begin in the next chapter. 
 
 
  
BLACK LEADERS IN BLUE 
 
   
 
58 
CHAPTER FOUR: BIAS AND RACISM 
In this study I interviewed 14 high ranking police leaders from across the United States 
(see Table 1).  I learned that women and men of Color faced many challenges as they moved 
from the initial rank of police officer to commander.  Officers encountered hostility, racism, bias, 
and differential treatment from others working within their departments as well as those living in 
the communities they served.  Participants felt they needed to prove themselves to a higher 
standard to earn promotions to leadership roles.  Gender added another layer of challenge for 
women leaders.  Women leaders described how gender discrimination proved even more 
difficult to endure and manage compared to racial discrimination.   
In this chapter, I describe the nature of the challenges experienced by African-American 
police leaders early in their careers.  In the subsequent chapters I describe challenges 
experienced by participants along the path to leadership, what motivated them to pursue 
leadership positions, and the impact of race on leadership. The chapters are organized to first 
demonstrate the bias and racism experienced by participants. The experience of racism and bias 
continued as participants rose into leadership positions. These experiences served as motivation 
to pursue leadership positions. Figure 1 demonstrates the overlap of the three data chapters.   
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Figure 1. Relationship of the three data chapters. 
To illustrate how the collective experience of hostility, racism, bias, and differential 
treatment affected participants, I begin with James Martinez’s story.  His story illustrates the 
collective experience of police officers as they rose through the ranks to become leaders in their 
profession.  Martinez’s experiences illustrated how bias within his profession motivated him to 
resist racism, challenge the dominant narrative, and forge a path to leadership. 
James Martinez’s Leadership Journey 
 James Martinez grew up in the South.  He experienced and observed African-American 
community members in situations where police treated them poorly.  He recounted a childhood 
story of seeing other African-American children take a short-cut through a neighbor’s yard to get 
to school.  The neighbors called the “cops” and some of the kids got “yelled at by the officers.” 
Martinez said it made him think “this is not what law enforcement is supposed to be; this is not 
what cops are supposed to be.” He also experienced and observed “nice” and “friendly” officers 
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that he “could look up to.”  Martinez saw both sides – good and poor policing.  He joined the 
profession because he “wanted to be a part of the good side and show that there is a good 
purpose for law enforcement, too.”  
Martinez’s career included more than 30 years of experience working in law 
enforcement.  He previously served in different communicates, including a small municipal 
department and a large metropolitan district in the northeast region of the United States.  
Martinez gained 24 years of experience working in a more rural district in the southwest.  
Martinez joined his first department in the early 80s, in a small municipal department in the 
northeast where he was “one of very few African-Americans.”  
Martinez joined the department at a time when barriers were breaking down.  Martinez 
was accepted by many of the officers in the department, but some officers were angry and 
suspicious of an African-American joining the department.  He felt there was “always a little bit 
of suspicion of the unknown” and a “slight distrust” of Persons of Color in this field.  Martinez 
described the suspicion as crossing racial lines.  The distrust came from both the African-
American community and White officers.  He thought the basis for the suspicion involved 
questioning his motivation for becoming a police officer or a questioning whether he would be 
on the side of the police or the Community of Color.  After a few years, Martinez transferred to a 
larger metropolitan department with “a little bit more diversity, but not a whole lot.” Martinez 
was one of only a few African-Americans in every departmental unit, and often the only African-
American police officer.  Martinez received different reactions from his fellow officers.  Some 
were “enthusiastic and very friendly and very welcoming,” but there were a “couple” that were 
not.  Martinez described one officer who stood out in his memory: 
I had one guy in particular, I'll never forget him because he didn't like me there. He 
actually had said at one point, "I never worked with the N-word before, and I don't like 
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working with people like that now”…That was an issue with folks on that side, the folks 
who didn't want the integration. 
 
The interaction with that officer “steeled” in Martinez’s mind a conviction: 
I’m going to outlast you, and I'm going to do better than you in everything... I've made up 
my mind…[I decided] whenever I come across people like that I would try to go out of 
my way to show them that I can do anything they can do and better. 
 
The challenges faced by Martinez not only came from the inside the police station but 
also from the community.  “White people who didn’t like that they were being arrested by a 
Black Officer and members of the African-American community who called me an ‘Uncle Tom 
or sellout’…because they were being arrested by a Black police officer,” said Martinez.  While 
there was community pushback, Martinez said there were also “a lot of people in the minority 
community who were happy to see more Black police officers patrolling the streets, representing 
them, and officers who were not afraid to come up to the community members and talk to them.” 
Despite the challenges described, Martinez said there were “more positives than negatives” and 
that he “enjoyed the job.” That is what kept him in it. 
After many years with the department, Martinez felt the department had little 
“enthusiasm for having African-Americans in leadership at that time.”  The department did not 
have African-Americans in leadership positions, and he did not see a path to leadership for him.  
As a result, he found no reason to stay at that department, so he moved to a department in the 
southwest, where he has worked for more than 20 years.  
Again, Martinez found himself as one of the only African-American patrol officers.  To 
date, he is still one of very few Officers of Color in the department.  There is notable disparity at 
his current department regarding the hiring of African-American officers, which he described as 
a difficulty in getting African-American candidates to apply.  Despite low numbers of African-
Americans in the department, Martinez said it was pretty easy work being promoted, at least 
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initially.  Martinez’s first promotion came only a few years after joining the department.  He 
attributed the ease of being promoted to his education, training, and work experience.  Once he 
sought promotion to lieutenant, he encountered challenges to his advancement in the department.  
An African-American never ranked as lieutenant or above at the department prior to his 
promotion.  Martinez explained that it took a paradigm shift by the department leadership to 
make the decision to promote an African-American to a senior supervisory position.  Community 
members and the NAACP spoke on his behalf to encourage his promotion.  He said, “It's 
unfortunate that it was necessary because the promotion should've been made on the merits to 
start with.” 
While serving in senior leadership positions, experiences of racism, bias, or a hostility 
based on his race were fewer, but they occurred.  Before being promoted to a command post, 
Martinez’s department’s chief vetted him to ensure he would toe the line.  Martinez let his chief 
know that “as long as the decisions made are not unethical, immoral, or illegal,” the job involved 
representing the chief as a member of the command staff.  Since his promotion, he clashed with 
the chief occasionally.  He described the relationship as a “tight rope” walk.  On one occasion 
Martinez received a suspension because he spoke up and challenged a decision to terminate an 
African-American officer.  Martinez viewed the termination as “unfair and overly harsh” 
compared to the punishment White officers received for similar offenses.  Martinez’s suspension 
for speaking up only lasted a day, but he viewed his punishment as a message from the chief that 
“I am the boss [and] don’t challenge me.”  
The challenges of being an African-American police officer not only included 
discrimination, racism, and bias from others, but also Martinez’s impression that he needed to be 
twice as good as his White counterparts to get to the same level in the department.  Specifically, 
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Martinez described it as a “fight to be the best, to be better, and to always demonstrate being on 
top of the game.” He felt others put a spotlight on him to watch how he performed his role:  
I always feel like the spotlight is on, that I have to uphold certain standards, or it'll be, 
"Oh, see, I told you they couldn't do this job," or whatever.  That's always been an 
underlying feeling.  There have been situations that have proven that out for me over the 
years.  I've heard those types of comments about other people, a White deputy or White 
people in leadership say that about other minority people, subordinates, so I know that 
feeling is there.  I've always felt like my obligation is to disprove that. 
 
At the end of the day, however, Martinez described being in law enforcement as a great 
job where he helped a lot of people. 
Every participant described challenges similar to those of Martinez as officers and leaders 
of color.  Like Martinez, all 14 leaders experienced some form of hostility, racism, bias, and 
differential treatment within their police department or out in the community.  I next describe 
how African-American police leaders experienced this adversity, and how their experiences 
motivated impacted them professionally.   
Hostility, Racism, Bias, and Differential Treatment 
Participants shared a common story – they all experienced some form of hostility, bias, 
racism, and differential treatment either within their department or out in the community.  
Participants also acknowledged they felt proud to be a police officer and a Leader of Color.  
Thirteen of the 14 participants also found and appreciated the support they received from within 
their department and out in the community.  Officers often prefaced their stories about poor 
treatment by emphasizing the positive benefits of service.  Christie Love described her pride in 
serving and appreciation for the support she received from others in this way: 
Let me just start by saying that I love the job.  It's been really rewarding on many fronts 
for me.  Obviously, I've come up through the ranks through my own hard work, but 
certainly I've had support. None of us makes it anywhere around here without other 
people supporting us and helping us along the way.  So, I've had tremendous support 
from a number of people and mentors along the way, but I've also had my detractors.  
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That's the reality of it but I have to lead by saying, looking back it's been great, and I'm 
not done yet.  But, looking back it's been wonderful. 
 
While being proud of being a member of the profession, there were times participants 
experienced hostility, racism, and bias from their colleagues.   
Hostility, Racism and Bias Directed at Officers of Color 
Participants experienced poor treatment from some colleagues as well as members of the 
community.  In this section I describe participants’ experiences of direct and indirect hostility, 
racism, and bias from colleagues and the community.  Direct hostility, racism, and bias refers to 
overt actions or words toward the participant.  Indirect hostility, racism, or bias refers to snubs or 
actions which were inferred by participants as race based.  Five participants, including Martinez, 
shared experiences involving direct hostility, racism, or bias as Officers of Color early in their 
career.  For several participants who experienced this type of behavior, it resulted in the 
participants leaving and moving to another department.   
Direct Acts of Hostility, Racism, and Bias 
Bayard Ellis began his career with a department where bias, racism, and hostility existed 
among the officers.  He is no longer with that department.  Ellis said officers would make 
degrading jokes about People of Color and women.  At the time of his first promotion, an officer 
approached him and said, “you only got this because you’re Black.”  
This behavior from line officers continued throughout Ellis’ time at the department.  Ellis 
thought police officers should treat each other like members of a family; however, he found the 
opposite proved true in his first job. 
You're already in a high stress profession.  You go to work in a place and in a profession 
where you hear, "We're a team, we're a family, we work together." Unless you're brown, 
right? Then, "Well, we don't want to work with you." You get the crappiest equipment.  
You get the shittiest assignments.  When it comes time for promotion, you're on pins and 
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needles no matter your qualifications or your merit. 
 
When Ellis was promoted to captain, a fellow captain remarked, “Well you know there's 
a lot of people that are pretty upset about this.  You aren’t nothing special."  Like Martinez, Ellis 
called out this racist behavior and would not idly sit by and tolerate it.  Ellis had the ability to 
call out the bad behavior because his department’s leader, a progressive leader, valued diversity 
and supported Ellis and other Officers of Color.  Supervisors of Officers of Color affect the 
treatment of subordinates by their attitudes and actions.   
 Bobby Hill similarly reported hostility, racism, and bias in his department.  A 
progressive leader recruited Hill to join the department.  Hill noted that his leader “made 
diversity a priority.” After Hill’s first three years on the job, the progressive leader retired.  A 
new leader took over command and did not place the same value on diversity.  As a result, Hill’s 
experience at the department shifted.  Hill said “some very biased people” worked there and they 
“were just waiting in the wings” for the progressive leader to retire.  An incident occurred shortly 
after the progressive leader’s retirement, which proved indicative of the department’s new 
culture.  Specifically, a special teams officer sent out a racist email to his entire team that Hill 
described as follows: 
The email was titled, ‘Fox News Bucks to the Pressure of Obama.’ There's Not Enough 
Blacks and Latinos on Fox News.  So now Fox will air America's Most Wanted twice a 
week, right? That was the email that was sent out, right? 
 
Hill recognized the email as originating from “the Niggermania website” with a few edits 
to remove the words “niggers and spics.” He waited a day to give someone an opportunity to say 
something about it.  However, no one said anything.  Hearing no objections from other officers, 
Hill said something about it.   
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The department removed the White officer who sent the email from his post on the 
special team.  On the day the officer learned of his removal, he stood up in front of the entire 
team, pointed at Hill, and said, "It's because [of] that fucker right there [that] I'm getting removed 
from the team." After this incident, the department’s command staff told Hill that he “[couldn’t] 
be trusted because [he] said something.”  
After the incident, Hill said that the department’s environment changed.  Hill described 
the shift in environment after the progressive leader left:   
Everybody knew that the sheriff supported diversity at the department, or at the office. 
That was the message that was sent loud and clear throughout the organization when that 
leader was there - diversity is something that's important, it's something that he valued.  
We had good camaraderie.  It wasn't just amongst the employees of color, it was with 
White employees who really valued inclusiveness, too.  But once the sheriff left, just the 
opposite was happening. 
 
The inclusiveness changed and “it was open season on People of Color who people viewed as a 
threat.”  
Hill’s enjoyment in work changed – he hated coming to work after the progressive sheriff 
retired.  Hill still “believed that law enforcement is the best job on the face of the earth.”  He kept 
his faith in the profession during this time – even after he experienced the change from a 
welcoming to hostile environment.  Hill stayed in the same department long enough to be 
promoted to sergeant, and then another department recruited him.  His new department hired him 
at a higher rank than his former department.  Hill said he felt “blessed to come into an agency 
and [community] that has made diversity and inclusion its main goal.” Serving in an agency that 
prioritized diversity was important to Hill and other officers. 
Ray Holt told a similar story about hostility and discrimination.  Even though Holt 
worked for a large metropolitan agency, he faced the same types of discrimination experienced 
by Ellis and Hill early in their careers at more suburban departments.  When Holt joined the 
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agency, it had just finished a racial desegregation law suit.  Plenty of racism existed in the 
agency, creating a hostile work environment.  White officers used the “N word.” Holt said the 
officers were “fairly unpleasant about the fact that they were being forced to have African-
Americans come onto the department.” When Holt arrived at a crime scene, it was clear the other 
officers felt uncomfortable with his presence.  The use of “N word” and his sense of exclusion 
even when performing his job offended Holt.   
In another Midwest state in the United States, Peter St. John experienced similar 
circumstances.  When he first started his career, he joined a Midwest department which just hired 
its first African-American police chief.  St. John said there were “officers that quit, because they 
said they're not going to work or take orders from an African-American.”  There was open 
hostility toward an African-American leading St. John’s department. 
These direct examples of hostility, racism, and bias might be considered a personal and 
unquestionable act of hostility toward an officer.  However, many indirect actions, such as 
microaggressions, unit segregation, and differential treatment in unit assignment and time off, 
also occurred.  Although no one incident might be called “direct,” officers suffered from a steady 
barrage of these in their work environment.  These indirect actions proved disheartening to 
African-American officers.   
Indirect Acts of Hostility, Racism and Bias    
Not all experiences of hostility, racism and bias were overt.  Many indirect acts adversely 
affected Officers of Color.  Ten participants shared stories of actions and words that, while 
subtler, were inferred by them as racism, hostility, and bias.  The stories range from 
“microaggressions” delivered by colleagues and the community, unit segregation and differential 
in shift assignments.   
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Microaggressions by colleagues. A microaggression is a “a comment or action that 
subtly and often unconsciously or unintentionally expresses a prejudiced attitude toward a 
member of a marginalized group” (Microaggression, n.d.).  The participants shared stories of 
subtle comments and actions which made them feel unwelcome in the department by some 
colleagues. 
 Neal Washington joined police service as a second career.  He works for a small 
Midwest department in a predominately White community, where he has lived all his life.  While 
growing up and working in his first career in the community, race never felt like an issue for 
him.  Washington joined the community’s police department as its only African-American 
officer.  At the time of his hire, two other Officers of Color were also hired.  The local 
newspaper wrote a story about the department hiring Officers of Color.  Online comments called 
out the hiring of three Officers of Color as the department “filling a quota.”  Washington mostly 
felt welcomed at the department, but he described a less than friendly interaction with a 
colleague.  At the time he felt he could not definitively say the treatment received was based on 
race, and considered other explanations for the treatment: 
There was a handful of people, one or two people, that I felt like okay, the people that 
I've walked by and they wouldn't say a word. You know, you're the only two in the 
hallway and you say hi and they don't say anything? Now, I don't know if that's because 
it's a race issue or is that because you're just a jerk. Because this particular person I'm 
talking about was kind of an ass to everybody, I don't know if that was it. It's hard for me 
to think that that wasn't, to a certain extent, about race. 
  
 Washington wondered about the rude behavior received from a fellow officer.  Unlike 
Washington, Ellis clearly identified unwelcoming behavior as based on race.  He described 
frequent occurrences of openly hostile or unwelcoming behavior, calling them specifically acts 
of “microaggression.” Early in his service, maybe his first day, Ellis remembered an encounter in 
the parking lot from a member of his department: 
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It could be as simple as this. I pulled up to the parking lot, pulled in to start my shift in 
my personal car, a 10-year-old car. 10 years old! It was a Cadillac, but it was 10 years 
old. I was brand new. It might have even been my first day. The guy, who I learned later 
would be my direct supervisor, White guy, walked up to me and in about as 
condescending a tone as you could imagine said, "How'd you get a car like that?" Keep in 
mind he had just pulled up in a brand-new SUV with a boat behind it and we work at the 
same place, but in his mind I wasn't worthy of driving a 10-year-old car.  
 
 This treatment for Ellis did not end there.  Ellis, who studied English and journalism, 
was questioned about his report writing, while White officers were not questioned.  During an 
early performance evaluation Ellis completed the written self-evaluation, which asked for him to 
write out his long-term goals.  One of his stated goals was to be a police chief in 15 years.  
During his performance evaluation meeting, his White supervisor stated, “Well, you know, that’s 
a lofty goal.  I don’t know if something like that’s possible for you.” Ellis shared that “it’s those 
kinds of microaggressions on a daily basis that you put up with.” Ellis is not alone in 
experiencing this type of treatment.    
Bobby Simone, who works in the Midwest, experienced unwelcoming conduct 
immediately upon joining the department.  Simone acknowledged the department hired him and 
two other Officers of Color specifically as part of a diversity initiative.  The first week on the 
job, a fellow officer interrogated Simone about “everything from the number of uniforms [he] 
got, to the boots [he] got from the department.”  In addition, a fellow officer would not speak to 
Simone for several months.  
Simone recounted that one night he arrived early for shift and passed the officer in the 
hallway.  When Simone said, “How are you doing?” the officer would not say anything.  Simone 
said there was apprehensiveness among people on the department about the hiring of him and the 
other Officers of Color.  
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However, Simone enjoyed the support of the department’s chief, who provided him and 
the other two Officers of Color a direct link to the top administration, including the chief.  
Simone was told by the department leaders that he could always reach out for help.  The 
“administration made sure that [they] weren't going to have any problems while doing [their] 
job.”  Simone added that it took a few years for fellow officers on the department to get over 
how he was hired. 
 Another officer, Roger Murtaugh, experienced a mistrust from his own colleagues.  He 
served in a large metropolitan department in the Midwest.  Early in Murtaugh’s career, White 
officers did not want to partner with African-American officers:   
There probably would be in some circumstances an entire shift where you may talk about 
the work of the day, but you're not going to bring it on a personal level throughout the 
day. It's an interesting dynamic when you have to work 12 inches from someone who 
you're entrusting to have each other's back, but yet there's still that space. 
 
The reluctance of White officers to partner with Officers of Color presented a challenge 
because partners need to trust each other and communicate effectively.   
 Like Murtaugh, St. John encountered pushback from White officers in his first 
department.  White officers would not eat dinner or partner up with him.  There were also times 
when he was out dealing with a situation in the community and “his backup [was] right around 
the corner, but it [took] them 20 minutes to get there.” These experiences made it clear to St. 
John that he was not welcomed by all on the department, and worse yet, the hostility posed a 
threat to his safety.  
Unit segregation, shift assignments, and time off. Some racism and bias in the police 
departments showed up in the form unit segregation.  For example, Cal Beecher early in his 
career with a Midwest metropolitan department was assigned to a district where the community 
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profile was 75% White and 25% African-American.  African-American officers were assigned to 
multiethnic neighborhoods, while White officers were assigned to “White” neighborhoods.  
If an African-American officer did get assigned to a White neighborhood, Beecher said 
the Officer of Color might get waved off by another officer or rejected by a community member 
involved in an incident.  
The White officers would rarely let you handle a call in that White area. That just was a 
no-no and the instances that I did get assigned to a call and make it to the assignment 
without getting a wave-off, the White residents, when you would knock on the door, they 
would straight tell you I need another officer. 
 
Furthermore, the White and African-American officers in Beecher’s departmental unit 
did not mingle much in this unit.  As Beecher described it, the White officers, while not mean, 
“stayed away from the Black officers in the district….  They were not looking for you [as a 
Black Officer] to be in their circle.” This message came through during shift briefings, when the 
White and African-American officers sat on different sides of the room.  The segregation of the 
unit was palpable.  The segregation of Black and White officers also showed up in shift 
assignments.  Beecher, who worked the afternoon shift early in his career, shared: 
There were two times that you would be assigned to come into work on the third shift. 
One shift started at 3:00 and the other started at 4:00. The entire 3:00 shift was White 
officers because it was considered a better starting time. All of the Black officers, with a 
few White officers sprinkled in, were assigned to the later start time.  
 
Seeing how Officers of Color were assigned to different shifts really opened up his awareness to 
segregation at his department.   
Claudette Wyms also shared that African-American officers were treated different from 
White officers.  She also expressed that early in her career her unit’s leadership assigned White 
officers to the early, more sought-after shift, while African-American officers received the later, 
less beloved work shift.  In addition, Wyms added that if you were not paying attention, 
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“discretionary time would be disallowed” for African-American officers in contrast to the White 
officers for whom it was granted.  The different treatment of Officers of Color and White 
officers was noticeable. 
Across the United States, in a southeastern state, Ron Harris observed a variance in how 
African-American officers were assigned.  At his Southeastern metropolitan department, “certain 
shifts and units were predominately White or predominantly Black.” Early in his career he 
transferred to a predominantly White unit with a slight promotion.  When Harris went into the 
shift he received less desirable days off than those at a similar rank as him.  After going through 
one cycle of days off, he went to his supervisor to ask for a change because “I wanted to be like 
everybody else.” He was denied.  He took it to the Zone Commander “who made everything 
right – he fixed it.” While he faced this challenge, Harris said that challenges like this “never 
hindered him,” because there were people he felt he could trust, there were African-American 
commanders, and eventually an African-American chief.  He felt like his voice would be heard 
and respected. 
The unit segregation and differential treatment in shift assignments and time off, were 
some of the ways participants discussed bias within the department.  Furthermore, instances of 
bias, racism, and hostility also occurred outside the department.  Some members of the 
community also treated the participants poorly based on skin color. 
Community Racism, Bias and Hostility 
 The instances of bias and racism were not limited to experiences inside the department.  
Nine participants spoke about community experiences ranging from racial tension and hostility 
in the community, to experiences of overt racism and bias. 
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As shared in the chapter’s opening story, Martinez experienced situations where 
community members where upset because they were being arrested by a Black Officer and he 
experience hostility from some in the African-American community for being an “Uncle Tom or 
sellout.” Seven other participants also shared stories of similar experiences to Martinez.  Christi 
Love, a leader in a large metropolitan department in the West, noted that within her department 
there was a tension not only inside the department, but outside, too.  She observed that there was 
“just a lot of angst” around policing and the African-American community.  Simone and 
Murtaugh shared stories that went beyond tension, demonstrating experience of overt racism 
from community members.  
Simone, who experienced pushback internally as an Officer of Color, also experienced 
bias from members of the predominantly White community he served.  One specific story he 
shared is an incident where a community member called 911 to report an African-American male 
was stealing a Special Weapons and Tactics (SWAT) vehicle.  That African-American male was 
Simone, who was on duty and in uniform while performing his duty to move the SWAT vehicle 
to a new location.  After performing his duty, he got back to the police department and a 
dispatcher told him about the 911 call, saying, "Can you believe that someone called in and 
thought that you were stealing the SWAT car?" Simone laughed it off at the time because he did 
not know how to respond to a community member calling 911 because it was a “Black person in 
the SWAT car.” The racism experienced in the community went even further for Murtaugh.  
Early in his career, Murtaugh’s police department received letters that were all addressed 
to African-American officers on the department.  The desk clerk caught this and when the letters 
were opened they said something to the effect of “We're the KKK.  We know of your ‘N word’ 
organization." This resulted in the Federal Bureau of Investigations being called in.  Murtaugh 
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shared that “race…was really right there in the forefront” and that there were a lot of these things 
going on.  It never dissuaded him from working as an officer.  Murtaugh explained:  
I was always committed, along with the other officers that I worked with, other African-
American officers, committed to just continuing to do the job and to do it the best way 
that you could. 
 
Doing the job the best way one could, despite any of the racist, bias, and hostile actions shared in 
this chapter, resonated with all 14 participants.  The female participants also experienced sexism 
in the profession.  
The Issue of Sexism Overshadowed Any Issue of Racism 
Three African-American women participated in this study.  While race played some role 
in their experience, Patterson, Love, and Wyms, shared their story through the lens of gender, 
despite efforts of this researcher to focus the discussion on race.  Love said that gender might just 
be “the first thing that came to [the other officers] and that perhaps her colleagues “would have 
gotten to race later.” 
Love experienced that the feeling of being welcome in the profession was hit or miss.  
Love observed that, for the most part, her colleagues welcomed her, but she recounted stories of 
sexism.  For example, one of her supervisors, a “long-timer” on the department, told her that he 
did not like that she was wearing makeup.  He said something to the effect of “Oh, look at you 
and your red lipstick.” She recounted a situation with another supervisor, too, sharing: 
One of my supervisors told me, “Well, my wife could never do this job. My wife would 
never be out here trying to do the job that the rest of these people are out here doing.” So, 
I said to him, I said, “Well, you know this probably isn't the job for your wife, so she 
shouldn't be but that has absolutely nothing to do with me.” 
 
Love said that as the supervisor said this to her, she was thinking, “You’re right, your wife isn’t 
doing it, what does that have to do with me?” She knew that the supervisor struggled with her, as 
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a woman, being in the profession.  While Love experienced these situations, she added that these 
instances stand out to her because they were not routine.  Her experience in policing was that: 
Mostly, the cops want to make sure you’re out there doing the work if they need 
somebody to back ‘em up on a call that you’re gonna be there. That you’re in it, you have 
skin in the game, so to speak. That you’re gonna be in it with them and doing things 
above board, and fair, and justly. That's mostly what I dealt with, but I definitely had 
some folks who were just not ready.....I definitely felt it more there than race, and 
actually a lot of times, most of the stuff I felt more related to gender than race but there 
were race issues, don’t get me wrong or things that would make you question things, but 
certainly I felt it about the gender. 
 
Race issues for Love did came up some, but not much. 
 Camilla Patterson served as the first African-American female on her Southwest 
department, and only the second female, when she started as a police officer.  She describes it as 
a different time where men could “pretty much say what they wanted to say, and there wasn’t 
really any recourse…men would make little comments.” She recounted that no one mistreated 
her, but that the men “really didn’t care that I was in the room if they were going to make their 
lewd jokes about women and talk about stuff.”  On field training she was assigned to ride with an 
African-American male officer.  He would not treat her as an equal.  The department made her 
stay in field training longer than her male counterparts.  Because she was a woman, they either 
treated her like “she shouldn’t be there” or “like their little sister – I got to protect you.”  When 
she started in police work, it took a while for her to become a part of the team and for male 
officers to consider her an equal. 
Wyms echoed the sentiment of gender playing a greater role in the challenges she 
experienced.  She also shared experiences of sexism.  When she reached the rank of lieutenant, 
one of her supervisors, for example, said “You can’t go at 5:00 home every day if you’re married 
and cook dinner." She responded to him that “I’m not married.  I don’t know what to tell you.  I 
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don’t cook anyway.”  Wyms left ended up leaving the unit for a different assignment in order to 
get out of an uncomfortable situation. 
All participants experienced hostility, racism, bias and differential treatment as officers.  
They managed this adversity and pursued leadership positions.  In the next chapter, I describe the 
challenges participants faced as they rose into leadership roles. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: RISE TO LEADERSHIP 
As African-Americans in the police profession, 12 leaders expressed a sense of having to 
prove that they not only belonged in the job, but that they also belonged as leaders in the 
profession.  There was a theme among participants that as a Person of Color they were being 
watched and, as a result, they felt that they had to work twice as hard as their White counterparts 
just to get to the same level.  They worked hard and ensured that they had the proper credentials 
lined up for leadership roles.  Yet, they still faced accusations from colleagues that they were 
promoted only because of their African-American heritage.   
In this chapter I describe the experiences of African-American leaders on the path to 
leadership.  I start by describing the hurdles placed in their way along the path to leadership.  I 
follow hurdles with the participants’ stories of “doubling down” on their efforts in order to 
achieve leadership roles, which included methodically lining up the proper credentials and 
feeling a pressure to never make a mistake.  Finally, I discuss the participants' experiences of 
accusations from colleagues that, despite their efforts, the participants had only been promoted 
because of skin color. 
Hurdles to Promotion 
Along the path to advancement, six participant leaders faced barriers to promotion.  
These hurdles included being passed over for promotion, having the rules of advancement 
changed midway through the promotion process, and colleagues placing barriers in their way. 
 Five participants experienced being passed over for promotion despite their 
qualifications and their attained score on the promotional exam for the position.  Hill and 
Martinez’s stories illustrate this experience.  Hill tested for sergeant at his first police department 
and he ranked number one in the process.  He was at the top of the department’s promotion list.  
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This is the list departments use to promote officers as supervisor positions become available.  
Despite being number one, the department promoted three White officers who ranked lower on 
the promotion list before promoting Hill.  Again, when he tested for the captain position, the 
department promoted officers who ranked lower on the promotion list than Hill.  Several states 
away, Martinez faced a similar situation.  His department passed him over several times for a 
command level position.  Not until the NAACP and other community organizations lobbied on 
his behalf for the department to promote him to a command position, did Martinez reach a 
command level leadership position. 
The rules of advancement also changed for at least one participant, St. John, who said he 
hit “a glass ceiling” at his second department.  St. John could see the next level of advancement 
but could not reach it.  Specifically, St. John was one of two African-Americans in his 
department, and he was the only African-American at rank of lieutenant.  St. John shared that 
there was no way for him to move above the lieutenant rank due to his ethnicity.  The level 
above lieutenant at his department was the chief position.  No Person of Color ever held the chief 
position at the department.  When he applied for the chief’s position, the department “changed 
the promotion criteria in order to promote a White male to that position” in the middle of the 
search process.  Rather than fight about it, St. John moved to a new department where he 
advanced through the ranks.  Eventually, he attained the rank of chief at his current department.  
Other participants faced the barriers placed in their way by colleagues in the department.  
Love shared her story of testing for her first promotion.  When she tested she did well and ranked 
high on the promotion list.  A colleague filed a complaint, accusing her of cheating on the test.  
During another promotion, the union threatened to sue the department if Love was promoted.  
Additionally, one of Love’s colleagues told her that a captain said he would not retire because 
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his retirement might provide an opportunity for Love, an African-American female, to get 
promoted.  Love never knew if there was any truth to it, but the captain retired two weeks after 
she finally earned a promotion.  Because of the timing, she felt “there probably was some truth” 
to the story that a colleague would not retire just to prevent Love’s promotion.   
Doubling Down on Efforts to Advance to the Same Level 
Participants felt an expectation that they must prove themselves worthy of being in the 
profession. The participants expressed that they had to double down on their efforts and work 
harder to advance at the same pace as their White counterparts.  Doubling down included paying 
for trainings out of their own pockets and studying years in advance for promotional exams.  It 
also included seeking advanced degrees and ensuring that their credentials for the position could 
not be questioned.  From the participants’ viewpoint, it was not that White officers did not have 
to prove themselves, but African-American leaders had to double their efforts to reach the same 
position.  Their skin color meant that they were being observed to see if they could do the job.  
Murtaugh shared: 
As we talk about this notion of race and policing, there is this idea that regardless of your 
circumstance or where you're at, whether it's homicide or property, walking the beat, 
you're being observed, looked at and you still have to do your job better than most. In 
every assignment I was given, I still felt that I had to do better than most, or certainly my 
best. 
 
Race magnified the lens through which the participants actions were measured.  They felt a need 
to prove themselves.  Participants sought to prove themselves by seeking knowledge and training 
that their departments did not provide for them. 
Seeking Knowledge and Skills Without Department Support 
Six leaders sought knowledge and training on their own when their departments would 
not provide it for them.  For example, early in Alf Chesley’s career, he worked at a large 
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metropolitan department out West.  Chesley’s department overlooked him for training 
opportunities required to advance to police leadership roles, including the FBI Academy.  Rather 
than sit idly by, Chesley paid for trainings out of his own pocket and educated himself.  He 
shared: 
What I did to compensate is that I would find out what books [the police leadership 
candidates] were reading or what things they had read when they went to [leadership] 
schools [like the FBI academy]. I would do it on my own. I read the leadership books and 
that type of thing - whatever they were assigned.  
 
Chesley’s investment of time and money paid off.  He secured promotions at his first 
department.  He shared that once he reached the rank of captain, the department started investing 
in him and sending him to trainings.  Not until the department thought he “had upside potential, 
would they invest in that type of training” for him.  Early on he had to invest in himself in order 
to advance to leadership roles.  Chesley eventually was recruited by another large metropolitan 
department to serve as its top ranked police leader.     
Similarly, St. John worked to make sure he knew “every facet of law enforcement, even 
as an officer,” so he was prepared to become a supervisor.  He personally paid for trainings that 
would set him up to be promoted in the future.  Knowing he had to work twice as hard to get the 
promotion, “just made[him] want to gobble up a little bit more knowledge to be successful later 
on.” St. John similarly shared that: 
As African-American male in this society, I think there's always roadblocks, but for me, 
when I was denied any type of promotion or advancement, I would always work on 
myself individually to get better, so it was harder for them to deny me the next 
promotion. It's always that thing where you have to work two or three times harder than 
your counterpart, so, I understood that early on in my life, so it's kind of second nature to 
me. I continue to do that, even today. 
 
Like Chesley and St. John, Wyms and Beecher shared stories of seeking training and 
knowledge on their own in an effort to prove that they belonged in leadership positions on their 
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department.  In their cases, they both started studying for their first promotional exam years 
before the department announced that a sergeant’s exam was coming.  Wyms spoke about sitting 
down after every shift to study the orders and decisions her supervisors made that day.   
Similarly, as a field training officer, Beecher started reading everything the department 
would send out for training and every piece of educational materials he could to study.  He did 
this because he “knew [he] always had to be the best.” Part of the reason he had to be the best 
was because he knew that he had to rank at the top of the promotional list to be selected.  After 
the department promoted the first few officers at the top of the exam list, the department could 
promote anyone in the top 25%, regardless of where they ranked on the exam.  Beecher, for his 
first promotion, ranked number five on the list.  He shared that:  
Back then I knew if it came down to being selected [from the promotion list], I knew the 
White officers had a leg up on me and that was just the truth, you know, so I just knew 
that ... But I'll tell you this - I knew growing up that I always had to be better than 
anybody that I was competing with that was White. I knew I had to be twice as better to 
get the same, to get to the same level. 
 
Seeking knowledge and advanced training without financial support or department 
encouragement is one example of doubling down on efforts to advance to the same level as 
White counterparts.  The participants also shared stories of lining up credentials, so the 
department could not deny them a promotion based on race. 
Eliminating Race as an Excuse for Denying Promotion  
Being the best, having all credentials lined up, and being exceptionally qualified for a 
position is another way that the participants doubled down to prove that they belonged in the 
profession and in leadership roles.  Ellis expressed that he always made sure that he had 
everything in a row before he would even apply for a promotional opportunity.  He did this to 
eliminate every possible excuse the department might have for not promoting him, stating: 
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"Boy, I wish you just had your bachelor's degree," check. "Well boy, we prefer somebody 
with a master's," check. "Man, if you had just gone to the FBI Academy," check. What 
else? "Well, you know we were looking for somebody that had some experience working 
in narcotics," check. "Well boy, we're looking for somebody who has some 
administrative experience," check. I was the administrative sergeant, a supervisor. On and 
on and on. 
 
If Ellis was going to be denied a promotion, he wanted to ensure that the department 
clearly had to state it was because of his race, not because of his experience and credentials.  
Similar to Ellis, Chesley also methodically set up his credentials and ensured that he 
knew the police job inside and out.  For Chesley, however, it was about ensuring that when he 
was promoted, people could not say it was because of his race.  He came in to his first police 
department under a consent decree that required the department to diversify at all levels.  
Chesley always felt he had to prove himself for this reason.  He felt he had to prove himself 
because “there were some that felt I was getting an opportunity only because of race.” He felt he 
had to prove himself “worthy of the position” for those people.  It drove him to “make sure 
nobody would ever be able to say [he] got there because of [his] race…to make sure [he] didn’t 
have people having that type of mindset about [his] performance.”  
Chesley not only acquired his credentials to ensure his promotion was not challenged 
because of his race, but also to ensure his decisions would not be challenged.  Chesley shared 
that if one was “very observant, you’d see that other people [weren’t] getting questioned on” the 
same decisions that Officers of Color are questioned on.  The good news for Chesley, however, 
is that as he progressed through leadership ranks "the color kinda goes away.” Chesley observed 
that when officers come to know you as a good supervisor and one who will provide good 
leadership, they come to accept you.  Like Chesley and Ellis, seven other participants 
methodically set up their credentials to ensure they were promoted based on merit and that 
promotion would not be challenged based on race. 
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Mistakes and Failure Not Allowed 
Nine participants shared that as an Officer of Color they were being observed to see 
whether they would succeed or fail as an African-American.  Many expressed a feeling that they 
were not permitted the luxury of a mistake.  For the participants of this study not only was there 
a pressure to work harder to get to the same level, but also a pressure to never make a mistake.  
Failure for the participants simply was not an option because if they failed it would be attributed 
to their race.  Ellis hit this point home when talking about the pressures faced as an African-
American officer and an aspiring leader in the profession.  He stated: 
To put it simply, I had to be Jackie Robinson. No screw ups, no flaws, no mistakes, 
period, because they're going to be magnified. That's how I felt. If I wanted to get where I 
was going, I had to overcome all of their ignorance and the only way to do that outwardly 
was to be perfect, and who's perfect? No one. That's how I felt. I had to be Jackie 
Robinson. No flaws, no fodder that they can use against you when they sit in the room 
and make [promotional] decisions. 
 
Hill echoed the sentiment of Ellis, noting that “regardless of how many degrees you got, 
experience you got, sometimes people don’t think you should be where you are at.” As a result 
of this, Hill expressed that he “doesn’t get the luxury of making mistakes.”  
Participants believed if they made a mistake or failed in the job, it would give the 
profession or community a reason to discount all African-Americans as future police leaders.  In 
order to avoid this fate, participants doubled down to prove, not only that they belonged in the 
profession, but that future generations of African-Americans belong in the profession, too.  
Martinez summed up this feeling, stating: 
I've always had the feeling that, and I believe it's true unfortunately, because of a 
suspicion or an underlying belief that because you're a [Person of Color], you're viewed 
as being not as good as [White officers].  I've always felt like I had to fight to be the best, 
to be better and to always demonstrate that I'm at the top of my game. I always feel like 
the spotlight is on, that I have to uphold certain standards, or it'll be, "Oh, see, I told you 
Blacks couldn't do this job," or whatever. That's always been an underlying feeling. 
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Being perfect in the job meant that the participants ensured the future advancement of 
African-Americans in the profession.  Simone reflected: 
I also feel that it's important as an African-American, especially in this profession, to 
show people that I'm very capable and that basically, I am laying the foundation for other 
[People of Color] to follow because if it didn't work, if I fail at this, if I fail as a leader, 
that makes it much more difficult for someone else to follow my path in the future. 
 
Simone, and other participants, carried the weight of not letting future generations of 
African-Americans down.  Murtaugh drove this point home sharing that he “if I fail, it is not just 
me failing…others who look like me may suffer unintentionally.” As a result, the participants 
were driven to double down on efforts to succeed in the profession to ensure future African-
Americans are accepted in the profession.   
Gender added an additional layer of pressure to not make a mistake in the profession.  
Female participants not only felt they needed to ensure the future of African-Americans in the 
profession, but also the future of women in the profession.  Wyms shared: 
It's like I have to be better because I'm female. I have to be twice as smart because I'm 
Black. That's part of the process - there's a pressure. It's your internal pressure, I guess. I 
don't think anybody's actually pointing that at you, but there's sometimes that sense that I 
have, too. I think we act as if we don't feel things, but we do. You can sense, for example, 
if I'm in a room with a bunch of gentleman and guys or whatever and I say something, it 
gets ignored, but the guys across from me who look different from me will say the same 
thing and it's the best thing since sliced bread. 
 
Whether based on gender or race, the participants did not want to make a mistake.  Love 
summed it up by sharing that she did not want anyone to have a reason to say, “I told you” an 
African-American women cannot do the job, or “we shouldn’t have” hired or promoted an 
African-American female.   
Accusations of Being Promoted Solely Because of Skin Color 
Once the participants attained leadership positions, seven of the participants faced 
colleagues commenting that participants were only promoted because of their skin color and that 
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they would not go any further than their initial promotion.  Fellow officers disregarded the work 
ethic, training and experience of the African-American leaders.   
Washington’s story is one that illustrates the shared experience of the participants.  When 
Washington joined his Midwestern department, he had a four-year degree from a prestigious 
college and had several years of experience managing a non-profit organization.  When the 
department hired him, the local newspaper wrote a story about how he and three others were 
hired to diversify the department.  Comments surfaced that he was hired to fill a quota, without 
regard to his education and work experience.  When Washington was promoted to sergeant, 
colleagues remarked that he was promoted because “the department didn’t have any minority 
sergeants.” Washington shared that these reactions did not change his behavior, but he felt like 
no matter he did to achieve the promotion his colleagues would say, “well, they are just filling a 
spot” with him as a Person of Color.  He remarked that while every supervisor has to prove that 
they are a good supervisor, as an African-American, he had to prove he “wasn’t promoted 
because of the color of [his] skin.” 
The pressure to prove he was not promoted because of race became magnified for 
Washington once the department hired an African-American chief.  When Washington was 
selected to attend leadership training at the FBI Academy, colleagues claimed the chief was only 
sending him “because he is Black.” Upon hearing the remarks, Washington told his chief he 
should not send him to the training.  His chief refused to let Washington decline this opportunity 
and assured him that he was being sent because of his work ethic, training, and experience, not 
because of his skin color.  When Washington was promoted to commander, again he heard that 
he was promoted because the African-American chief wanted another African-American in a 
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leadership position.  A colleague filed a complaint challenging Washington’s qualification for 
the commander position.  Washington observed: 
I am qualified for [the position] based on years of service, degrees, training and whatnot. 
Again, for some people it's not about that. It’s that ‘well the chief wants to get me in a 
certain position.’ 
 
Washington’s experience is shared by other study participants. 
For example, when Ellis received his first promotion, some colleagues thought it 
was a “joke.” White officers said, “Well, you only got this because you are Black.” He 
felt angry about the accusation: 
Never mind the body of work. Never mind that I lead the departments in all these 
categories. Never mind that my citizen contacts produce positive feedback for our 
leadership or any of that stuff. Never mind that I’m motivated, I’m a self-starter, I got the 
educational credentials, I got all that. 
 
The remarks were demoralizing for Ellis.  Simone shared a similar experience.  When 
Simone was first promoted, a White female officer approached him and said "Well, 
congratulations, but I hope you don’t think you’re going any higher."  His colleagues indicated 
that the promotion of an African-American leader was for show and did not actually include a 
future pathway to leadership.  Participants acknowledged that their departments desired to 
diversify the department’s leadership, but it was not the sole reason they were promoted. 
Skin Color Certainly Played a Role   
Participants acknowledged that race did play some part in their promotions.  Race, 
however was not the sole reason for their leadership promotions.  When talking about his 
promotion to a command position, Washington shared:  
First of all, I was a manager in a different organization. Again, I had my 
undergrad degree [from a well-regarded university]. Now I have my master's 
degree. I have, I don't remember how many years of experience I had at the time, 
and I have five years as sergeant. I've been to the FBI academy. There’s no more 
experience, I mean, obviously there’s other things I can do, but really there’s not 
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much more experience you’d need or get for any position throughout the 
country...  I think that obviously me being Black plays a role in the chief's 
decision, but he's not going to just put me there because of the color of my skin. 
 
Similarly, Holt shared his promotion story, which included race playing a role in him securing 
promotions. 
 Holt described his department as “one with an ugly racial history” that he faced along his 
path to leadership.  As he worked his way through his department, he observed who would and 
would not get promoted.  Likewise, he observed who received the good assignments or training 
opportunities.  His impression “was it was partly based on race and partly just the good ol’ boy 
system.”  Folks who were not "part of that clique were really never thought of" unless they 
scored really high on the promotional exam.  As an Officer of Color, “when you did get 
promoted, it was always the accusation that it was about race.” Holt admitted some of his 
promotions were, in fact, based in part on race.  Holt shared a story about his first promotion to 
sergeant.  
When Holt tested for sergeant, his chief made it known that only the top 10 who took the 
promotional exam would be promoted.  Holt and three others tied for the tenth spot.  Normally, 
the chief would clear the tie based on seniority, which meant he would fall to position number 
12.  As Holt described it, “the chief made a deal with the mayor, because there were very few 
Black sergeants.” The major gave the chief an extra authorized sergeant position, so 11 could be 
promoted, as long as Holt was promoted to one of the sergeant openings.  As a result, one of the 
White officers with higher seniority status did not get promoted.  This did not go over well with 
the officer not promoted.   
Holt explained the other officer was upset.  Holt described his thought on getting the 
promotion: 
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You got promoted because you’re Black, right? Well, there’s a certain truth to 
that. I’m not disputing that that didn’t hurt me any. I mean, I wouldn’t have gotten 
promoted if I wasn’t Black. On the other hand, I wouldn’t have been promoted if I 
was number 700th on the list. I’m smart enough to have made the top 10 on every 
test that you’ve ever thrown at me, which is typically within the range of always 
getting promoted. 
 
While race played a role in his promotion, it is not the only reason for his advancement.  
Holt graduated in the same class with the officer not promoted, so they had nearly the same 
seniority.  In addition, Holt came to the department with a degree from an Ivy League school.  
While he was promoted to sergeant, his promotion was not welcomed by members of his 
department.  The controversy over Holt’s promotion led to him being assigned to “purgatory for 
a year and a half.” Holt was assigned as a sergeant to an undesirable departmental unit as 
retribution for being promoted based on his race.  
Despite the challenges faced by Holt and other study participants, each remained 
motivated to not only persist in the profession, but also advance to leadership positions.  
The next chapter describes the primary motivation shared among all participant leaders – 
the desire to change policing from inside police departments. 
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CHAPTER SIX: MOTIVATION TO PURSUE LEADERSHIP ROLES 
In this chapter I describe the overarching motivation of the senior police leaders to serve 
in leadership roles.  This includes their beliefs about their leadership role and the organizational 
changes needed in police departments to positively impact Communities of Color and society.  I 
first describe their desire to make organizational changes from the inside with the goal of 
improving department procedures, such as personnel decisions and professional development, as 
well as to improve the relationships between police officers and the community.  The chapter 
concludes with a discussion about the role race played in the participants’ leadership.  I share the 
participants stories describing how race was always in the foreground of leadership decisions.  
Desire to Make Organizational Change from the Inside 
 I asked participants about what motivated them to pursue police leadership positions, as 
well as what role, if any, race played in their leadership.  For all 14 participants, part of their 
motivation to lead came from a desire to bring about positive organizational change.  The 
participants’ life and work experiences as Persons of Color drove them to seek leadership 
positions.  They hoped to have power to influence how police departments operated and 
interacted in the community, particularly in Communities of Color.  Ellis set out this motivation 
by saying: 
What drives me? I grew up in the most violent city in America [during my youth]. It was 
not uncommon to dodge random gunfire as I walked from point A to point B. Weirdly 
enough, I never felt unsafe there because I grew up in a community of people. Hard 
working people. Some had more resources than others. Some had very little if any, but 
there was this sense of community. When you couple that with my heritage and how 
proud I am of my heritage and the contributions of the People of Color have made this 
great country. It all sounds corny, but it is what drives me – it motivates [me to serve and 
continue in police service]. 
 
Ellis’ grandfather, his hero, grew up in the Jim Crow South.  His grandfather worked hard 
all his life to support his family.  His life and work experience keep race in the foreground as he 
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navigates leadership decisions.  Ellis emphasized the importance of using his education for 
service: 
Those are not the kinds of people that want to hear excuses when they’ve made a better 
way for you. They’re always with me…I owe lots of other people [who] I’ve never met 
who sacrificed way more than I’ve ever had to, so I could reach my full potential. The 
only way that I’ve figured out how to [repay them] is to be of service to other people, 
period. [A person I look up to and respect once said], “Use your education for good. Use 
it to be of service to your fellow humankind.” Those are the things that motivates me. 
What better place to do this than in law enforcement?  
 
Ellis was driven by the stories of his family and his desire to serve for the common good of 
society.  While Ellis emphasized the greater good, Beecher emphasized making change from the 
inside.   
A deep-seated and long-standing history of racial tension between African-American 
communities and the police department exists in the large city where Beecher works.  After 
working for the department for 28 years, the city’s mayor invited Beecher to oversee the city’s 
police department in its top leadership position.  
When Beecher accepted the promotion, African-American activists called him a sellout.  
Unlike leaders who preceded him, Beecher reached out and invited one of the group leaders to a 
private meeting at his office.  During the meeting the leader demanded that Beecher “quit unless 
the city invested a hundred or so million dollars in one particular Black community.” Beecher 
described his response: 
You say you want change. If I resign as a Black man, who is going to do it? You think a 
White [leader] is going to do it? Now, [top leaders], up to this point, wouldn’t even 
entertain having a conversation, let alone invite them to [this] office…change is not easy. 
You know, it’s just not. But if you’d rather have a White guy trying to effect change, then 
ok, maybe I will consider resigning…The one thing we do know, we are always going to 
have police in our communities. Now, who do you want to be in charge of it? Somebody 
who hasn’t come from where you come from or thinks some of the things that you think? 
Or, would you rather have someone else. 
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During the conversation, Beecher shared what he was doing to change things from 
within.  Because of this dialogue, the leader changed his position.  Beecher explained that the 
activist is now a big advocate for his department.  As leader, Beecher focuses on influencing the 
cultural understanding of officers on his department, ensuring that all officers are treated with 
respect by supervisors and colleagues, and assigning and promoting officers in a fair and 
transparent way.  By focusing on his department, Beecher is able to influence how officers on the 
department interact with the community, particularly the African-American community.  
Leaders in a position to influence training, development, and officers' cultural 
understanding are better able to bring about positive impacts on community interactions.  In 
addition, at higher leadership levels, the participants had more influence in hiring.  The 
participants in my study desired to establish fair hiring and promotion processes, as well as 
ensure all officers were treated with respect.  
Changing the Experience Between Officers and Community 
Becoming a police officer and advancing into leadership positions provides an 
opportunity to shape the development and cultural understanding of officers.  Eight participants 
spoke of leadership positions as an opportunity to change the experience officers and community 
members of Color have with law enforcement.  Participants viewed themselves as a bridge from 
the police department to Communities of Color.  
Love shared that most people become officers to do a good job, but when she saw 
something that seemed unfair or inequitable she served as a voice inside the department, helping 
to change the relationship of the police department with Communities of Color.  As a leader, she 
was in a better position to both see and address situations where officer conduct was problematic.  
Love shared: 
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In the community, they need to be able to see people who look like them, are from that 
community, and who also respect law enforcement. Not all cops are bad. We’re all just 
people at the end of the day. There is an opportunity...I felt compelled, as a person in the 
circle of influence, to make a difference in that regard. As you come through the ranks, 
your circle of influence becomes much larger, much broader. Now you are affecting 
policy, direction of the department and those types of things.  
 
Murtaugh also used his leadership to change the relationship between the community and 
his police department.  Murtaugh works in a city with a long history of significant tension with 
the Black community.  During his bid for the department’s top leadership position he attended a 
community meeting.  At the meeting he was asked, “How can you work for an organization that 
oppresses Black people?” Murtaugh responded: 
This organization is not perfect … We’ve done some wonderful things and there’s some 
things we haven’t done so well. Some of those things we haven’t done so well impact our 
Black community. But, I’m someone that believes in order to truly make change for the 
better, you have to have people who can work on the inside and the outside. I want to 
make change for the better from the inside and, by you holding me and this organization 
accountable, that is how change will happen.  I don’t believe that we can be truly 
successful if we just approach it one-dimensionally. 
 
As a leader Murtaugh is able to impact policy changes and influence cultural change within the 
department.  He holds his department accountable to the community.  Murtaugh’s top leadership 
priority is building trust with the city he serves, particularly Communities of Color.   
Shaping cultural understanding. Beecher shared that he believes African-American 
officers recognize a need to shape fellow officers through educating and sharing cultural 
differences.  He believes that “a lot of African-American officers stay in the fight because they 
know if they don’t do it, then who will?”  He went on to say:  
Now don’t get me wrong. We have a lot of White officers out there who are good 
police officers. They recognize the disparity in terms of how people are treated 
and they’re also trying to change it. But, at the end of the day, what I see in law 
enforcement, overall, is when you don’t understand a particular ethnic group or 
culture, you tend to resent it. So, who better to affect change than people that 
really recognized that culture. And, that’s usually people that look the same. You 
not only know how to treat that group of people, but you can also educate people 
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from another culture on deficit. 
 
As an example, Beecher shared a story from his time as a patrol officer.  He and his 
White partner responded to a call in the “projects.” They arrived at an apartment occupied by an 
African-American family, a husband and wife, and three kids.  As Beecher, a patrol officer at the 
time, and his partner were talking with the family, trying to identify what the root of the problem 
was, the family got really loud.  Beecher saw his White partner “putting his hand on his gun.”  
Beecher “clamped down” on his partner’s hand and “was like, ‘no, uh-uh, we are okay.’” After 
the situation resolved and they returned to their squad car, his partner said “Man, I thought they 
were getting ready to do something!” He responded, “Dude, Black people talk loud, man.  That’s 
how they communicate.”  By creating diversity among officer teams, different perspectives are 
brought into the work that law enforcement does. 
Shaping how officers interact in the community members. Five participants shared 
stories of growing up and experiencing unfair treatment from law enforcement as a Person of 
Color from police.  These experiences drove them to want to change the profession from the 
inside.  
Martinez, who grew up in the south, entered the profession and sought leadership 
positions to change how the community experienced policing.  He wanted to “make a positive 
change” to the reputation of law enforcement and do a “good job of representing the Black or 
African-American community.”  Martinez wanted to “break down the stereotype and some of the 
prejudice” that some law enforcement officers have.  He wanted to be in the profession to “help 
teach law enforcement officers, in particular White law enforcement officers, a better way of 
dealing with” Communities of Color.  Martinez taught in his department’s police academy, as 
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well as in its in-service training in cultural diversity and anti-bias policing.  Early in his career he 
served as a field training officer.  Martinez sought these positions:  
So that I could teach our guys coming on how to basically truly police the whole 
community, not just one segment of it, and how to make sure that people feel that 
they’re being treated equally and fairly. It’s been my ministry, my calling to reach 
this level and to be able to help out in that way, and to help break down barriers. 
 
 Martinez viewed his leadership position as “an opportunity to help shape our new police 
officers that are coming on” and impact how they interact with the community.   
Similarly, being a part the solution to impact the experience of African-Americans with 
law enforcement also drove St. John to enter the profession and seek leadership positions.  St. 
John grew up in the inner city of a Midwest metropolitan area.  As a youth he experienced racial 
profiling and negative interactions with police.  Despite these experiences, he conveyed that: 
I had some very tough times dealing with police, but I understood early on that it wasn’t 
the masses, every profession has their bad apples…Early on, one of my mentors said, “If 
you want to make change, you’ve got to be in a position to make that change.” 
 
With every promotion St. John said he “was able to effect change and perspectives on 
how things should be done in law enforcement.” Central to effecting change was his ability to 
share his experiences growing up with law enforcement.  By bringing different viewpoints to the 
table it allowed his organization to make the best decisions.  
As a leader, St. John also focused on how his officers engage with the public, during both 
consensual encounters, where officers are just out talking with the public, and encounters 
involving arrest.  Every police encounter should leave the people involved feeling that they 
“were treated with respect, that the officer was cordial, and explained everything to them.”  St. 
John added: 
That’s probably one of the biggest things that I harp on is mutual respect with any 
individual that you’re dealing with, regardless if it’s a good situation or bad situation, 
putting it in basic terms. That person should always come out with a positive encounter 
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with the police. 
 
Creating a positive encounter for citizens where they feel mutual respect, was similarly spoken 
about by Washington, Ellis, Chesley, Patterson, Love, and Chesley, too.   
Rebuilding trust in communities. Alf Chesley also focused on shaping interactions that 
officers have with community members, but from the frame of rebuilding community trust.  
Chesley became a police officer because it fulfilled his desire to work in a career focused on 
service to others.  From the beginning of his career, he recognized the importance of coming to 
the job “with a good frame of mind regarding what the job is about.  The job is about service, the 
job is about helping people, the job is about protecting and serving the public.”   Chesley 
strongly believed in the virtues of the job, but also recognized that “there are communities, 
because of their experiences or stories that have been passed down” through generations that 
“have a really different view” than him about policing.  The result is “distrust from your own 
people.” He described the distrust as “magnified distrust because they see you as the enemy 
because you’re on the police department and they believe it is oppressive or abusive.” In view of 
this distrust, Chesley believed that his role as an African-American police office is to “bridge the 
gap and treat people where they are.  You try to do what you can to rebuild the trust, which is not 
always an easy thing to do.” 
Similar to St. John, Chesley stressed the importance of making a difference in 
Communities of Color by changing how police interact with members of the community.  He 
explained that you make a difference once “you have an interaction and you do the things that 
you’re supposed to do.”  For example, Chesley emphasized that officers should be professional 
and courteous, while making sure the community members they dealt with clearly understood 
what was happening.  There are times an officer must take someone’s freedom because of their 
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behavior or conduct, but treating people with dignity even in this situation is essential.  He 
explained, there is “a way that can be done” so people can change their “negative perception 
about law enforcement.” A belief in changing interactions for the better of the community kept 
Chesley grounded in the profession.  He firmly believed that:  
If we really want to change things, are we gonna—I’m talking about African-American 
people--are we gonna sit back and demand somebody else to do it, or are we gonna be a 
part of the change?  
 
Early on in his career, Chesley knew that he “wanted to be part of the change and to contribute.”  
Shaping the department by hiring the right people.  Simone shared that what kept him 
going in this profession was the idea of “doing the right thing.” Simone’s understanding of both 
Communities of Color and the police community keep him going, noting that “right or wrong” 
does not have a color.  He noted:  
Right or wrong is right or wrong, and I’m here for people that are victims. I’m here to 
[develop officers who] will follow me in the years to come. I’m here to identify those 
good people so I can help build a strong organization that will be my police department 
once I leave this department.  
 
At the end of his career, Simone wanted to know that he played a role in “identifying quality 
people to come in and serve our community.”  He was not afraid to call out officers if they have 
done something wrong and, “if that means that I’ve alienated some of my law enforcement peers, 
so be it.” 
Bobby Simone explained that “creating diverse workforces” brings about an opportunity 
to include “different perspectives,” as well as an understanding of the struggles that African-
Americans face with the police community.  As an African-American he brought lived 
experiences to his job.  He explained: 
I’m not here to represent the person that does something wrong. I’m here to represent the 
teachers, the attorneys, the factory workers - they are law abiding citizens that look like 
me and support the police. I’m here to be their mouthpiece to make sure that they also are 
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being treated fairly and they’re not cast in that bucket where they are portrayed as being 
the bad people.  
 
As shared in the prior chapter, Simone, while on duty, in uniform, moved a SWAT car 
from one location to another, as directed by his supervisor.  When he returned to the police 
department a dispatcher told him that a community member called in because a Black male was 
stealing a SWAT car.  At the time he “went along with it and kind of blew it off,” but as more 
stories have surfaced over the past several years, that story has become more profound to him.  
Fair treatment of African-Americans in the community is important to him.  Being inside the 
police department and leading makes it possible for Simone to influence who is hired and will 
carry on the work he has done. For other participants, being inside the police department made it 
possible to shape the health and well-being of officers.   
Shaping the health and well-being of officers.  The influence participants have to 
change community perception of law enforcement not only relates to race, but also pertains the 
health and well-being of officers out on the streets interacting daily with communities.  
Washington observed that being in a leadership position is partially about making a difference, 
but “not always in the sense of ‘I want to go out and help people.’” It is about shaping officers 
who are fair and supportive in their interactions with each other and the community.  
Washington, like many participants, shared that as a police leader he can influence officer 
development.  Having an internally healthy department is of great importance to Washington, 
who noted: 
If you have good people that work for you, they’re going to represent the agency in a 
good way. The higher up I get, the more ability I have to effect change within the 
department. It is not necessarily change like “hey, we’re doing poorly and now we need 
to do better,” but it is the ability to affect how the officers do things. How officers 
interact with the community obviously has created many issues for departments. The only 
way to ensure that that community interactions don’t go off the rail in the community is 
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to make sure that your department is healthy internally. That’s why I kind of feel like the 
further up I get the more ability I have to do these things. 
 
Washington shared that the further up in leadership roles he goes, the less boxes he has to 
“check” and the less interference he has in making decisions that impact the health and well-
being of the department, which, in turn, impacts how department officers interact in the 
community. Being in a leadership role also gave the participants decision making authority 
regarding the assignment and retention of officers on the department.   
Having the authority to reassign or fire officers.  Leadership positions afford the 
opportunity to train officers who come in contact daily with community members.  If training of 
officers does not effect change in the attitudes of officers, the leader’s role is to then weed them 
out of the department.  Bayard Ellis sought leadership positions “not to be the boss, but to effect 
change.” He explained that racist or biased attitudes of any nature are not allowed while on his 
watch, and he hopes “over time, that change becomes permanent” in the department.  Ellis 
experienced racism from colleagues in his first department.  These experiences became 
“motivators” for Ellis.  He shared: 
It became a motivator for me because I thought, “Okay, you know what? When I’m the 
person that gets to make the decisions, I’ll have more say over whether or not those 
people get into this profession and how high they ascend if they do slip through the 
cracks, so not on my watch!” That was a motivator for me. 
 
As the top leader in his department, if racist or biased attitudes came from anyone in Ellis’s 
department, he could reassign and remove officers from positions that involve interacting with 
community members or supervising officers.  Ellis shared that: 
If we’ve tried to coach you and we’ve tried to train you, but you’re just a miserable 
human being…I don’t care at this point, but you’re poisonous to the organization and the 
atmosphere. I remove them from supervising people. I give them projects…my point here 
is that if that’s happening in your respective organization, you know it’s happening, and, 
if you don’t do anything about it, shame on you, you shouldn’t be in a leadership 
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position. 
 
Martinez shared thoughts similar to Ellis.   
Not only did Martinez want to be in the profession to teach fellow officers, but he wanted 
to “make a change by weeding out those that [he] felt were operating with racial ideas or racist 
ideas.” Martinez shared that:  
Over the years when I’ve seen that type of behavior and that type of attitude, I’ve tried to 
address it, and I’ve always wanted to be in a position to be able to have some control over 
it; either you will change, or you won’t be a part of this organization. There have been 
people that I’ve personally had to terminate or bring up on charges because of that type of 
attitude or behavior, abuse of their authority, biased policing, that type of thing.  
 
Having the ability to create change in this area pushed Martinez to reach higher levels in the 
department.  Martinez recognized that officers come in contact with people from all different 
backgrounds regularly.  His primary goal as a leader is to make sure that those people know that 
police will treat them “fairly regardless of their ethnicity, background, or any difference.” 
Creating Fairness Inside the Organization 
Holt took his first police job with a metropolitan department at a time when it had just 
come out of a racial desegregation lawsuit.  The racial tensions in his department were thick.  
Fellow officers at the department used the “N” word and acted generally unpleasant about “being 
forced” to work with an African-American.  In his long career with the department, he 
audaciously challenged department policies impacting African-American officers and received 
unfavorable assignments.  Yet, he persevered and rose to the top leadership that department, as 
well as within a second department.  Why? How? Holt’s answer was that “if you really want to 
change the system, the only way is from the inside.” He remarked:  
I can’t conceive of any place where you can make bigger societal changes, or bigger 
practical changes to the life, day to day life of a community, than as [a police leader].  
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Holt pursued police service and leadership as an opportunity to “create change, and, help 
people that are oftentimes marginalized.” Growing up he witnessed people protesting actions of 
the Chicago police and he watched Martin Luther King, Jr., march on the streets of Chicago.  He 
observed that these actions did not change the Chicago police department.  He went on to say: 
King marched in Chicago, and Chicago is still today as racist and as segregated as it was 
when King was there. Pushing from the outside doesn’t really work, in my experience, so 
if I really want to make the change that I believe needs to happen in policing, the only 
place to make it is from the inside. 
 
As a leader, Holt desired to create organizational change in order to create a fair police candidate 
screening and hiring process, so People of Color had the same opportunity to join the 
department.  
Like Holt, study participants also wanted to create fair treatment of all officers by having 
the power to make organizational changes.  In this subsection I describe the changes the 
participants sought, including changing the screening and hiring system, how officers are treated 
by colleagues and supervisors, and the promotional system to ensure that fair treatment of all 
officers.   
Changing the screening and hiring system.  Five study participants sought to change 
hiring practices within their departments by becoming leaders.  Holt is a key example.  As noted 
above, Holt championed changes pertaining to the hiring of police officers.  His focus was 
centered on the screening of applicants.  Holt observed that there is “not much challenge in 
recruiting” African-Americans to become police officers.  Instead, “there is a challenge getting 
them through the system.”  Holt faulted the background screening investigation system because 
it “washed out an inordinate number” of African-American officers.  All police applicants were 
required to take a physical and psychological exam and submit to an extensive background check 
and drug screening.  At the end of this process, the background investigators would recommend 
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a slate of successful applicants to the police chief to hire.  A higher percentage of White 
applicants than Black applicants made it through this process.  Holt wanted to change this and 
get African-Americans through the system by changing the officer candidate background 
screening system.   
Early in his rise to leadership, Holt supervised police investigators conducting 
background checks as part of the department’s hiring process.  He believed that Investigators of 
Color needed to be a part of the background process because they would contribute diverse 
perspectives.  Holt lobbied his department to get two African-American officers promoted to 
background investigator positions.  Holt failed.  His supervisor, the assistant police chief refused 
to promote the two African-American officers.  Holt shared that: 
They were the only two Black people on the list. They are the only two people that got 
denied and the Assistant Chief says it is because they’re fat. They probably were, but I 
didn’t know that was a disqualifier from being an investigator. There are a lot of fat 
detectives.   
 
Holt called his supervisor out on this decision and, as a result, was banished to a less 
favorable assignment.  However, he did not let this experience stop him.  Holt rose through the 
department’s leadership ranks and, at each position, he had greater authority to champion a fair 
hiring process.   
In each position of leadership, Holt increased diversity in his department through 
procedural changes.  Once in a top leadership spot, he shared that the hiring staff presented him a 
largely White male group of police officer candidates.  Holt told his hiring staff, “Try again—
that doesn’t look like the city we serve in.” Holt recounted: 
They’d go back grumbling about it, but it’s a pyramidal organization. I got a bar, they 
didn’t, so they went back and did what I told them to do. Eventually we got real diversity 
numbers, not great diversity numbers, and in some areas, especially in the hiring of 
African-Americans, my department is still sucking gas trying to figure out that part. 
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Holt, who has since moved to another department, continued to champion background 
and hiring system changes in order to create more diversity in his department.  He was a strong 
proponent of making changes from inside police departments and believed that “pushing from 
the outside doesn’t really work.”  Holt strongly believes that change in policing can only happen 
from inside the department, sharing: 
You have to work the system in order to be able to get inside, and then be able to help 
make and facilitate those changes. You have to get in the door, and then you’ve got to get 
promoted. When you get into a position of authority you can actually make those kinds of 
systemic changes that the community actually wants. 
 
Holt is not alone in this belief.  Hill also sought promotions to be a voice for creating fairness for 
Officers of Color. 
Hill’s belief is that “law enforcement is the best job on the face of this earth.” Even while 
facing racism at his first department, he loved the job but did not like the department.  He 
pursued police leadership roles because “to whom much is given, much is required,” and he 
believed that through a leadership position he could effect change.  Hill made it his work to “get 
more People of Color into this profession.” His recruiting ideas and initiatives have led to his 
current department creating more diversity in its workforce.  In addition to recruiting more 
Officers of Color to the profession, Hill strived to make organizational changes impacting the 
promotional process and creating an environment in which Officers of Color feel welcome at the 
department.   
Ensuring a fair promotional process.  Beecher and Harris also sought promotions 
because they saw it as an opportunity to influence organizational change from inside the 
department.  Like Hill, they viewed the promotional system as one which unfairly limited the 
advancement opportunities for Officers of Color.  As a result, it was a key change they desired to 
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make.  The way to effect changes upon the promotional system was to reach a level of authority 
in the department where they had a say in the decisions surrounding promotions. 
Beecher observed the inequities in his department’s assignment and promotional system 
early in his career while working as a patrol officer.  He shared that because of long standing 
promotional policies and procedures, the department assigned and promoted African-American 
and White officers differently.  As a line officer, it frustrated Beecher when he would see officers 
that he knew were “racist” and that he was a “better cop than” get promoted.  He further shared 
that:  
I knew that they didn’t do anything while they were out there because I worked side by 
side with them, but yet they were getting promoted. And, I would see people like myself, 
my partner, who was an excellent police officer, you know, and we were left to kind of 
fend for ourselves.  
 
Seeing the inequities made Beecher even more determined to get promoted “so at some point 
[he] could try to change things.” He wanted to change the way officers were treated, noting: 
I just didn’t like the fact that race was used in…the way that some people were promoted 
or given choice assignments. I just didn’t like that. I thought it should be based on what 
you actually did and not who you knew, and the promotions were the most obvious and 
blatant form of racism in the department.  
 
Beecher, through leadership, advanced diversity in officer assignments and promotions.  In his 
first year and a half as his department’s top police leader, he reported that his department “now 
[has] the most diverse executive command staff in the history of the department.” He further 
noted that he was also “slowly getting the lower ranks more diverse.” Beecher reported effecting 
“change for the positive for the citizens and the rank and file” of the department through his 
leadership role.   
Harris similarly observed that in his Southeast police department “certain units were 
predominantly White, certain units were predominantly Black” and “certain assignments were 
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typically given to Whites” when he first joined the department.  His first promotion came in the 
1990s and his desire to be promoted was influenced by wanting to “make sure that we all have an 
equal chance at whatever we were doing.” A central concern for Harris was fairness.  With every 
promotion he had more influence over internal department policies and the ability to ensure they 
were fairly applied to every officer.  Beyond fairness, transparency of department decisions also 
drove Harris.  He used his leadership position as a means to keep the lines of communication 
open among all officers and to talk about why one officer over another was promoted.  He 
“brings to the table” the ability to explain to officer why they did not get an assignment when 
they say, “because I'm Black, I didn’t get the assignment.” He noted: 
I wanted to come in and make sure that even if you didn’t get the promotion or 
assignment that I could tell you why you didn’t get it. I could explain to you why you 
didn’t get it, or I could explain to you why we did what we did. I could ensure that every 
decision wasn’t a matter of discrimination—that the decision truly was unbiased to assign 
whomever is the best person for the job. 
 
In the end, his goal was to promote the best person for the assignment or position, Black or 
White.  In order to promote future Officers of Color, however, the officers need to feel welcome 
in the department.  As a result, Harris’s drive to seek leadership advancement was also 
influenced by a desire to ensure a welcoming atmosphere for other African-American officers.   
Ensuring all officers are treated fairly.  As a patrol officer, Beecher noticed a lack of 
African-American supervisors.  He further observed that some, not all, of the White supervisors, 
treated African-American officers differently.  There was “a difference” in how some 
supervisors “handled” African-American officers.  For example, Beecher noticed supervisors 
speaking to him, as well as other African-American officers, in a manner not used with White 
officers.  He described it as a “harsher” tone.  He also observed that fellow African-American 
officers received harsher penalties than White officers for the same or similar infractions of 
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department policies.  As an officer, Beecher called out inequitable treatment by supervisors, but 
he felt that he “shouldn’t have to do so because we were all police.” He knew he could change 
this treatment by seeking supervisor positions.  He wanted to influence others and create a 
culture of fair treatment of all officers in his department.   
In the southeast and south, Harris and Patterson spoke of a desire to change similar types 
of attitudes.  Despite working for a very diverse police department, Harris also experienced 
White supervisors who treated African-American officers differently.  Some of his supervisors 
“weren’t all that kind and weren’t that good.”  He described these supervisors as “holdovers from 
the ‘60s” and portraying what you would expect from their time period.  They lacked a 
“willingness to change.”  He shared: 
I wanted to be part of that change, so I took the sergeant’s exam...When I came on the 
police department there was a strong presence of Black officers in the role and 
throughout leadership but there were still officers who, in 1988, were here in the ‘60s. 
And so, not to say that it was a strong display of discrimination, but you could hear in the 
tones and in the language in seeing how certain groups may get together and come up 
with certain units who were predominantly white, certain units were predominantly 
Black. Certain assignments were typically given to Whites [when I came in to the 
department in the ‘80s]. I got promoted in the early ‘90s and I wanted to make sure that 
we all have an equal chance at whatever we were doing. 
 
Harris explained that “at some point, when you’re working in a hierarchy, you want a change and 
you want to be able to help.”  Once in a position of leadership, Harris could provide that help.  
Patterson observed similar behavior in her organizations.  As she “got older and matured,” rather 
than let the behavior frustrate her, she used it as motivation.  Patterson wanted to ascend to 
leadership positions, so the department could “start doing away with [those attitudes] like the 
dinosaur.” 
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Reaching high levels of leadership provided the participants the opportunity to influence 
organizational changes that impacted how officers interact in the community and with one 
another.  They change their departments one leadership decision at a time. 
Race Is Always in the Foreground of Leadership Decisions 
The police rank-and-file officers, according to Chesley, just want a leader who makes 
sound decisions based on fairness and equity.  Chesley, who leads a department on the West 
Coast, stated, “leadership itself has nothing to do with race.”  That said, race is often in the 
foreground of the leadership decisions.  Chesley observed that race comes into police leadership 
because of where we are as a country and society.  He noted that we are “not a post-racial 
society” and, as a result race is very predominant.  Chesley acknowledged that “people see race 
when they look at [him], so it is a thing that he always has to manage because it will never go 
away.” While leadership is not about race, Chesley noted that his race provides him a perspective 
to understand the issues facing many law enforcement agencies, particularly in the African-
American community.  Chesley stated that his race and upbringing help him understand “the 
issues that have really caused some of the tension in law enforcement.” Stories of police 
mistreatment in the African-American community were passed down through his family.  
Chesley has friends and family who have felt that they were treated “unfair, inequitable, or 
downright wrong” by the police.  As a result, Chesley feels he understands the community 
tension because he has heard and seen the stories in his life experience.   
Across the United States in the Midwest, Murtaugh held beliefs like Chesley.  He shared 
that his African-American “history, experience, and belief system has shaped” him.  It has not 
only shaped him, but Murtaugh said it has guided him in terms of having a “connection with” the 
African-American community.  As an example, Murtaugh shared: 
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Where being an African-American leader has helped me is when there is a public safety 
decision or policy decision where I can see that there will be a residual effect or direct 
impact on the African-American community. This is where my consciousness and 
sensitivity to that history comes into play. It helps to better inform the decision that I'm 
going to make. Being African-American and having shared experiences and history helps 
to better inform my public safety decisions that particularly will have an impact on the 
Black community. 
 
Murtaugh’s lived experience and the stories handed down through family aid in making 
sound decisions which impact Communities of Color. 
The participants’ experiences provide an understanding of the African-American 
community’s concerns and, provides background for them to understand struggles that 
younger African-American police officers face.  By way of example, Washington shared 
that by being an African-American leader, his “audience is slightly different.”  While he 
is a leader for all officers in the department, Washington shared that he has a secondary 
leadership role with Officers of Color and female officers.  At his department more than 
90% are White male officers.  Washington observed that this means that Officers of 
Color and females have limited people who they identify with on the department.  As a 
result, he views his role as an African-American leader to provide these officers with a 
vision that there is a path to leadership for them if they so desire.  In addition, he can 
relate to the Officers of Color and serve as a resource when they are faced with racism in 
the community or in the department.   
While the participants’ race provides a backdrop against which they make policy 
decisions and relate to African-American officers and community members, race also 
changes the expectations of the leader and the questions that are asked of them.   
Regulation of Actions, Thoughts, and Emotions 
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The participants in this study recognized that they need the same leadership skills as their 
White counterparts.  However, five participants noted that race requires that African-American 
police leaders deliberately self-govern or regulate their actions, thoughts, and emotions.  The 
participants felt a strong sense that they needed to monitor their behavior and emotions as an 
African-American leader.  
By way of example, Simone shared that he has two full-time jobs.  The first is his day job 
and the second job is “making people comfortable” with him because the first thing people see is 
his skin color when he walks into a room.  He shared when people see an African-American man 
walk into a room it brings with an expectation by those who see him that he will act in certain 
ways.  He defined the expectation as one of “acting Black,” which means he will be “angry, 
confrontational, and aggressive.”  As a result, Simone felt that he has to consciously monitor his 
reactions when difficult situations arise.  By way of example, Simone shared: 
Going back to when I started as a cop and an officer said to me ‘I don’t get along 
with Black people,’ I could have said f-you and got in a fight with that guy. If I 
did, I would not be here right now. If I wore my emotions on my sleeve and 
responded to every negative thing someone said to me along the way, I would not 
be in this leadership position. If I were to come to work angry, confrontational, 
and aggressive toward other people, or talk about Black movements or wear the 
Black Lives Matter shirt, people would not feel comfortable with me as their 
supervisor.  
 
Simone stated that he has “to think about some of those things” and how he reacts.  He 
shared that if, as a Black male, he did not have a level of tolerance and the ability to self-regulate 
his responses, people would “cast [him] into a Black Bucket and view him as fitting the profile 
of a hostile employee.”  Simone shared that the first thing people see is his skin color, and, as a 
result he is obligated to recognize that is the lens his leadership is being viewed through.  Simone 
is not alone. 
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The self-governing or regulation of behavior for participants impacts participants social 
life outside their roles in the department.  Hill remarked that because of his race, he “hasn’t let 
loose in 14 years.” Wyms, a female police leader, stated that “race plays a big role” in her 
behaviors as a leader.  She said that people view her as a an “example of what people see, good 
or bad, in a female Black police leader.” As a result, she “governs” herself in public situations.  
She modifies and regulates her behavior.  For example, she will not drink in public settings.  Holt 
similarly spoke about self-governance in social situations.  For example, if Holt is invited to a 
social event with officers, he will stay only for the first drink and then will leave.  His reason is 
that he does not want to be involved in a situation where a White officer makes racial comments 
which Holt “won’t be able to forget.”   
Leadership Battles are About Race 
Holt expressed that his White counterparts “do not have the same fights that [he] will 
have to begin with” based solely on race.  By way of example, Holt believes that if his White 
leader counterparts hire 95% White officers, most will not question that decision.  However, if he 
hired 95% Black officers, that decision would be viewed as unfair.  Holt stated that a decision to 
hire a 95% single race department should be questioned, whether it is a White or Black leader’s 
decision. 
St. John, who is the top leader in his department, shared that race is always top of mind in 
all of his decisions because of his own experiences as an African-American.  For example, if he 
promotes an African-American officer, he must consider how the promotion will be perceived by 
others.  At his department the top three leader are African-American.  St. John stated that he is 
aware that this may raise a red flag and he may be perceived as an African-American leader who 
only promotes Officers of Color.  He shared, however, that if a White leader promoted two 
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Whites into the second and third leadership positions it would likely not be questioned.  The 
challenges for Black leaders are just different, according to Holt and St. John.  The challenges 
lead the participants to strive toward ensuring a perception that their decisions are fair for all 
people, regardless of color. Participants strived to ensure that race did not define their leadership.   
Race should not define leadership.  Six participants felt that race should not define their 
leadership.  In the interviews I asked how the participants race impacts being a good police 
leader.  Holt stated that “ultimately leadership is about not allowing the context to define who 
you are, what you do, and how you lead.” His response is a good summary of how several 
participants felt. 
Chesley said that as an African-American leader he must make certain that race is not the 
issue when his decisions are evaluated by department officers or members of the community. 
Chesley shared that: 
How I'm measured as a leader hopefully is by my decisions, by my leadership, 
what have I done to advance the department to get us where we need to be, and 
what kind of department we are in terms of providing public safety to this city. 
That's what I'm going to be measured by, so you can take race out of leadership 
because it really has nothing to do with it. Now, people definitely see race when 
they look at me, and I get that, but at the end of the day that's not what I'm going 
to be measured by.  
 
Chesley went on to add that while he refuses to let race influence leadership, he 
recognizes that it is a part of him and it will always be something he must manage in leadership 
positions. 
St. John spoke to managing how race influences his leadership.  He manages the 
influence of race on his leadership by surrounding himself with diverse people.  He shared that: 
As African-American leader, I also must surround myself with people who are not like-
minded, because there are other perspectives. I think, from my standpoint, every 
boardroom, executive group, needs to have diversity. Not just in color, but in thought as 
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well.  
 
Having a diverse group of people on your leadership team, according to St. John, makes a 
difference in whether one can move the department forward.  As an African-American leader he 
is “more conscious” of the need to surround himself with many perspectives because it is always 
top of mind for him to not make race an issue in his decisions.   
Race permeated the experiences and rise to leadership of African-American police 
officers.  Their drive to serve others sustained them through challenging experiences and 
motivated them to seek leadership positions.  In the next chapter I analyze the data collected 
from the participants using the lens of critical race theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) and 
servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977).  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: ANALYSIS 
This study concerns the factors attracting and sustaining the commitment of African-
American police officers to service at various stages in their careers as well as the rise of 
African-American police officers to senior leadership roles in law enforcement.  Participants 
included 14 African-American police leaders representing 12 different police agencies in seven 
states across the United States.  Eight participants held the top-ranking police position in their 
department.  In the foreground of this study is a history of police service as a predominantly 
White male profession.  Participants experienced racism and microaggressions during their 
career and rise to leadership.  Even though the officers believed police service provided a 
rewarding career, they recognized how race played a dominant role in their entry, experience, 
and rise to leadership.  Race also permeated their motivation to remain in the profession and 
pursue leadership positions.  The participants were motivated to lead in order to effectuate 
change in their police departments, including hiring and promotional systems they perceived as 
inequitable.   
To further analyze and interpret my findings, I selected two theories to interpret the 
experience of police officers and leaders.  First, I adopted critical race theory (CRT; Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2017; Solorzano,1998) as an overarching framework to illustrate how a dominant 
White culture and institutional racism within police departments affected the experiences of 
police leaders.  CRT offers a race-conscious approach to understanding the experience of 
African-Americans in the police profession (Zamudio, Russel, Rios, & Bridgman, 2011).  
Interwoven into my analysis is stereotype threat (Murphy & Taylor, 2012) because it permeates 
the experiences of officers within the police culture.  Stereotype threat theory (Murphy & Taylor, 
2012) exposes how the constant threat of racism shaped the actions of African-American police 
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leaders as they navigated their career and progression into police leadership roles.  Their feelings 
of being watched by colleagues to see if they would succeed or fail caused them to react in 
certain ways.  Stereotype threat theory provided insights regarding the impact of racism on 
African-American officers. 
The second theory I adopted is servant leadership theory (Greenleaf, 1977; Northouse, 
2016).  The theory of servant leadership places service to others as the top priority of the leader 
(Greenleaf, 1977).  There are six behaviors at the core of servant leadership: conceptualizing, 
facilitating emotional healing, helping followers grow and succeed, acting ethically, empowering 
others, and creating valued for the community (Liden et al, 2014).  Servant leadership theory 
provided a framework for describing the dominate themes of the participants’ desire to create 
change and a call to service for the common good of society.   
Race is central to the experience and motivation of African-American police officers and 
leaders.  The use of CRT, along with stereotype threat, aids in understanding the lived experience 
of African-American police officers.  The use of servant leadership provides a deeper 
understanding of the participants’ desire to be police officers and motivation to lead in the 
profession.  I begin with the analysis of the experience and rise to leadership of the participants 
using CRT to show how race affected officers’ career experiences and career changes.  
Critical Race Theory 
 CRT is a theoretical lens employed by researchers which serves as an explanatory 
framework in a critical examination and to shed light on the impact of racism on marginalized 
groups (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Huber & Solorzano, 2015).  The goal of using CRT is to 
pinpoint and defy systems used to perpetuate a feeling of inferiority by Persons of Color (Huber 
& Solorzano, 2015).  As previously set forth there are five general tenets of CRT: racism is an 
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everyday occurrence that is a part of American society; interest convergence or challenging the 
dominant ideologies and deficit perspectives imposed on the basis of race; race is socially 
constructed; intersectionality of race and racism with gender, class, and sexuality; and, sharing 
experiential knowledge is essential to creating an understanding of the impact of race (Delgado 
& Stefancic, 2017).   
In the current study, CRT analysis gives voice to African-American police leaders by 
centering on their lived experiences as Officers of Color.  By giving voice to African-American 
police leaders, it may create an understanding of the impact of race in the police profession and 
convey to other African-American officers or future African-American officers a familiar story 
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).  Naming forms of discrimination experienced by African-
American police leaders allows the practices to be exposed and resisted in police service 
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).  In this study, the participants experienced direct forms of racism, 
as well as microaggressions or subtle racial slights.  The participants experienced feelings of 
being watched to see if they would succeed or fail on the basis of race.  I described the lived 
experiences of African-American police leaders as they entered the profession and rose to 
leadership spots.  The purpose of this analysis is to challenge dominant ideologies of meritocracy 
and colorblindness in the police profession.  This research is interdisciplinary, building off of the 
history of African-Americans in police service.  Further, this analysis honors the African-
America police leaders who had the courage to share their stories in view of the current racial 
tensions and challenges facing America's police departments.   
Racism in the Police Profession 
Delgado and Stefancic (2017) are notable CRT scholars.  In discussing the hallmarks of 
critical race theory, they noted: 
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Everyone has heard of the story of about Eskimo languages, some of which supposedly 
may contain many different words for snow. Imagine the opposite predicament – a 
society that has only one word (say, “racism”) for a phenomenon that is much more 
complex than that, for example, biological racism, intentional racism; unconscious 
racism; microaggressions; nativism; institutional racism; racism tinged with homophobia 
or sexism; racism that takes the form of indifference, coldness, or implicit associations; 
and [W]hite privilege, reserving favors, smiles, kindness, the best stories, one’s most 
charming side, and invitations to real intimacy for one’s own kind or class. (Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2017, p. 31) 
 
Racism exists in American society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017), and police departments 
are not immune.  Race is central to the experience of African-American police leaders.  Taking 
Delgado and Stefancic’s (2017) description of the phenomenon of racism, participants’ stories 
described different types of racism. I describe these types and provide examples of racism in my 
study: intentional racism, indifference, microaggressions, and institutional racism. 
Intentional racism.  Participants experienced intentional racism during their police 
service.  Holt experienced colleagues using the “N word” regularly while on the job.  Martinez 
was welcomed by a colleague in his first department with the statement “I’ve never worked with 
a [Black person] before, and I don’t like working with people like that now.” At St. John’s 
department officers quit “because they were not going to work for an African-American.  The 
intentional racism spanned across the generations of participants.  Hill joined the profession 15 
years after St. John and over 30 years after Holt.  During this century, a colleague at Hill’s 
department sent out an interoffice email originating from the “Niggermania” website.  While not 
routine, the participants experienced blatant racism as part of their professional experience. 
Indifference, coldness, and reservation of intimacy.  Participants described their 
experiences of indifference, coldness, and implicit associations from colleagues.  For example, 
Washington and Simone experienced coldness from fellow officers who ignored their presence 
in the hallways, and, for Simone, would not talk to him during his first year in the department.  
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Colleagues would not eat with St. John and would delay their arrival to back him up on calls.  
While participants could not say for certain they were ignored because of their race, they 
interpreted the reason for these experiences was due to their race.  In CRT it is the experience of 
Persons of Color that matters, regardless of intent by the White person (Huber & Solorzano, 
2015).  Adding a layer to this discussion is Patterson, a Female of Color, who, shared that 
officers ignored here presence and made lewd and sexist remarks around her.  
Not only did they experience indifference and coldness from colleagues, but the 
invitations for real intimacy from White officers was reserved for their own kind.  Murtaugh 
expressed that White officers would not bring conversations to a personal level when working 
together.  St. John was not invited to eat with fellow White officers during their shifts together.  
As noted by Murtagh, it is “an interesting dynamic when you work 12 inches from someone who 
you’re entrusting to have [your back in dangerous situations], but yet there’s still that space.” 
Simone felt there was always a discomfort when people first meet him because the first 
thing they see is his skin color.  To collaborate with colleagues to serve the community, Simone 
knew that he had to make other officers feel comfortable with him, first.  As Officers of Color, 
participants needed to make an extra effort to ensure colleagues and the community comfortable 
with them.  This is not to say Whites do not strive to fit in to their department, but White officers 
did not start the job with the frame of having to make others comfortable with them.  This was 
the reality of African-American officers – they started interactions knowing that they had to 
make others comfortable with their skin color before they could establish deeper working 
relationships with colleagues.   
Microaggressions.  As noted earlier, microaggressions are a “form of systematic racism, 
everyday racism used to keep those at the racial margins in their place” (Huber & Solorzano, 
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2015, p. 302).  When scrutinizing microaggressions using CRT, the focus of the researcher's 
analysis is on the lived experiences of People of Color to: 
understand how every day racism, and other forms of oppression, intersect and mediate 
life experiences, and outcomes. Moreover, we engage CRT as a strategic goal of 
recognizing, analyzing and dismantling racism and other forms of subordination 
encountered by Communities of Color. (p. 301)  
 
Looking at microaggressions provides an opportunity to see the palpable ways racism 
emerges in the work of African-American police officers (Huber & Solorzano, 2015).  
Identifying microaggressions, whether they are intentional or not, shows how microaggressions 
may perpetuate bigger system of racism in police departments.  Microaggressions are “everyday 
reflections of larger racist structures and ideological beliefs” (p. 302)” affecting Officers of 
Color. 
In this study, every participant shared a story involving microaggressions.  The 
microaggressions included both subtle and degrading actions.  For example, Harris, Beecher, and 
Wyms shared experiences about how Whites got better schedules or were granted time off, while 
African-Americans with high seniority were denied the same benefits.  Harris, Ellis, Beecher and 
Wyms told stories of supervisors talking to them and other Officers of Color in a tone not used 
with White officers.  There is also Beecher’s description of White officers waving him off when 
he arrived at crime scenes involving White residents and his description of Whites and Blacks 
sitting on opposite sides of the briefing room.  Combining these daily actions indicated African-
American officers served as police officers but with restricted duties and not the same 
permissions as White officers.   
Microaggression also came through in statements made by White colleagues, particularly 
with regard to hiring and promotion of the participants.  In a meritocracy it is assumed that all 
individuals have a level playing field and an equal opportunity to succeed (Zamudio et al., 2011).  
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It also assumed that “one’s work ethic, values, drive, and individual attributes such as aptitude 
and intelligence, determine success or failure” (p. 11).  Ellis did not experience a meritocracy in 
his first police department.  He came into the department with a college degree and military 
experience, yet supervisors critiqued his reports but not the reports of White officers with similar 
qualifications.  His 15-year career goal of becoming a chief was dismissed as not possible for 
someone like him.  When African-American officers did advance in their police careers, success 
was deemed a result of race without regard for their education, years of service, or book of police 
work.  Examples of this dismissal: 
Ellis: “You only got this [promotion] because you are Black.” 
 
Simone: “Congratulations [on the promotion], but I hope you don’t think you are going 
any higher.” 
 
Washington: “[You were promoted because] they didn’t have any minority sergeants,” or 
“oh boy, the chief’s got big plans for you…well, he is sending you [to the FBI academy] 
because you are Black.” 
 
These statements exhibited to African-American officers that no matter how hard they 
worked, the playing field would never be level for them.  They believed they always had to work 
twice as hard to get to the same level.   
Further microaggressions included Hill’s experience with a White colleague, who, in 
front of other officers on the department said, “It’s because [of] that fucker right there [that] I’m 
getting removed from the team [for sending a Niggermania email].” Adding insult to injury, 
leaders on the department told Hill he could not be trusted because he called out the email and 
reported a White colleague.  This type of racism exhibited told African-American officers they 
were not permitted to take issue with being treated with animosity.  They took issue anyway.  
Statements directed toward women African-American officers add another layer to the 
experience of microaggressions.  For example, the statements directed toward women officers 
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showed a lack of respect for their role and position.   Love heard statements like “my wife could 
never do this job” or “look at you and your red lipstick.” Wyms was told she could not go home 
to cook dinner for her husband at five o’clock each night while serving in a leadership role.  The 
identity of women participants intersected at race and gender.  The statements were interpreted 
by the women participants as an indication that other officers were uncomfortable with their 
presence on the department. 
Institutional racism.  Brooks (2009) stressed that as a society groups compete for power 
and control, noting that Whites maintain power through control.  In this study the struggle for 
power was not called out by participants, but it became clear that there was a power struggle 
between White and African-American officers for control of the police profession.  For example, 
officers spoke of unfair systems in their departments which disproportionately impacted African-
Americans.  Holt specifically identified the hiring system as a form of racism.  The refusal to 
diversify the team of officers who served as gatekeepers for the profession is a form of 
institutional racism.   
Holt and others also identified the promotion system as a form of institutional racism.  
Holt described a good-old-boy style of promotion system where officers who were in the 
dominant group where promoted.  Holt was promoted because the city’s mayor made a deal with 
the police department in order to get Holt promoted as a Person of Color.  Beecher also spoke of 
a similar good-old-boy promotional system in his city.  Others, including Beecher, Wyms, St. 
John and Chesley spoke about being overlooked for training they needed to be promoted to 
leadership positions.  They had to be resourceful.  They paid for training out of their own pockets 
and sought out information they would need to know to be leaders in their department, or another 
department.  Not providing equal training is a form of institutional racism.   
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On a whole, the racism experienced by officers was more about keeping White control of 
police departments, rather than hurting Officers of Color.  Institutional racism kept Whites in 
control of departments and established the hurdles African-Americans had to overcome to 
advance.  When African-Americans did advance, it came with a cost.  Holt said he was punished, 
via a staffing assignment by White leadership for getting the promotion because of his skin color.   
The stories shared by the participants highlighted what it was like to be non-White in 
police service.  Not all experiences by the officers were bad experiences.  But, the stories 
highlight that racism continues to exist in police departments, just as it continues to exist in 
American society.  The stories shed light on what it is like to be non-White in police service.  
The officers’ experience of racism adversely affects them in their police service.    
Impact of Racism 
The officers’ stories of racism, as viewed through the lens of CRT, demonstrated that 
racism still exists in America’s police departments.  Racism impacted the participants, even 
though each one rose to a high-ranking leadership position.  To understand the impact, stereotype 
threat theory also provides useful perspective (Steele & Aronson, 1995). 
Stereotype threat theory examines how individuals perceive environmental signals related 
to one or more of their social identities (e.g., race, gender, sexual orientation), and whether an 
identity may serve as a potential disadvantage to success in that environment (Steele, 1997).  If 
individuals believe their social identity is a disadvantage to their success, they initiate a vigilance 
process (Murphy & Taylor, 2012) and take steps to refute the stereotype (Schmader & Beilock, 
2012).  Those experiencing stereotype threat are motivated to act to refute the stereotype 
(Schmader & Beilock, 2012).  If the threat intensifies, it undermines the performance of the 
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stereotyped person (Steele & Aronson,1995), and it may influence the individual’s willingness to 
continue in a profession or seek promotion (Murphy & Taylor, 2012). 
Stereotype threat permeated the experiences of officers in this study.  The constant threat 
of racism shaped the actions of African-American police leaders (Murphy & Taylor, 2012).  The 
participants felt like they were watched by police colleagues to ascertain whether they would 
succeed or fail.  This required them to put in extra effort, more than their White counterparts, to 
prove they were capable officers and good leaders.  As Love put it, she never wanted anyone to 
have a reason to say, “I told you,” an African-American woman cannot do the job, or “We 
shouldn’t have” hired or promoted an African-American female.”   
Stereotype threat became more prominent in departments where racism was more 
prevalent.  For example, at Ellis’s first department the microaggressions and racism regularly 
occurred.  Ellis said that he had to be “Jackie Robinson – no screw ups, no flaws, no mistakes, 
period.” This type of pressure to be perfect often was not only for self-preservation, but also to 
ensure other African-American police officers.  Officers of Color felt concern about recruits and 
did not want them to suffer as a result of the senior officers’ mistake made.  A mistake confirmed 
the stereotypes already held about African-Americans.  
Officers of Color recognized race posed a threat to their success and advancement in the 
profession.  For some, like Hill, Ellis, St. John, and Martinez, racism resulted in them leaving 
their jobs to pursue opportunities where they felt welcomed.  Wyms left a unit in her department 
to get away from hostile treatment toward women and the sexist attitudes she experienced in the 
unit.  Beecher self-selected out of pursuing the top leadership job because of racism in his 
department and city.  Racism impacted some participants’ desire to stay with a particular police 
department or to pursue promotions.   
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While racism resulted in some officers leaving their department or holding back from 
pursuing leadership positions, the officers drew upon their history, experience, and knowledge to 
resist racial injustice and create opportunities for success in their department.  Yosso (2005) 
called this cultural wealth.  Cultural wealth is “an array of knowledge, skills, abilities, and 
contacts possessed and utilized by Communities of Color to survive and resist macro and micro-
forms of oppression” (Yosso, 2005, p. 77).  One of the concepts of cultural capital expressed by 
Yosso (2005) is aspirational capital – “the ability to hold onto hope in the face of structured 
inequality” (p. 77).  The concept of cultural capital is helpful in further analyzing the impact of 
racism on Officers of Color, particularly in view of all participants rising to high level leadership 
positions.   
African-American police leaders, when faced with racism and microaggressions, became 
more resolute to succeed in the profession.  For example, when Martinez was faced with the 
statement of a colleague that he had never worked with an African-American and he did not want 
to, he decided he would outlast and surpass the officer and others like him. When officers at St. 
John’s department quit because they were not going to take orders from an African-American, it 
only made him more resolute to get into a position of leadership to change police culture.   
African-American police leaders did not allow racism to keep them from moving 
forward.  They aspired to leadership positions because they knew they could make a difference 
to Communities of Color if they gained power in their police departments.  Ellis endured daily 
microaggressions and stereotyping, but he aspired to continue in police service to serve the 
community and improve how police interacted with the community, particularly Communities of 
Color.  Holt believed the only way to impact the relationship between police and Communities of 
Color was to get into a position of power to make a difference.  Both Ellis and Holt, as well as 
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other officers in this study, resisted racism in their departments to advance to positions of power.  
Their knowledge, history, and perseverance made it possible to reach leadership positions.   
The stories of African-American police leaders and CRT analysis allowed me to gain a 
deeper understanding about race and its impact on Officers of Color (Zamudio et al., 2011).  
Racism exists in police departments, as it does in American society.  Racism shaped the actions 
and reactions of African-American officers.  Some quit, and some stayed.  It also drove them to 
pursue leadership positions to create change in the police profession.  Once they achieved senior 
leadership roles, they used servant leadership to serve others in their profession and communities 
(Greenleaf, 1977).  The desire to serve others motivated them to seek promotions to senior 
leadership roles. 
Servant Leadership 
In this section I use the theory of servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977) to analyze and 
interpret participant descriptions of their leadership. While not a perfect theory, it comes the 
closest to being able to describe the motivation of African-American police officers to stay in the 
profession and move toward senior leadership roles.  The themes of service to others and 
motivation to make a positive societal impact dominated participants’ reflections on leadership.  
Servant-leadership theory provides a deeper understanding of why, in the face of racism and 
tension between the African-American community and police, officers were willing to endure 
these experiences and move forward in the profession.   
First, I discuss the participant desire to serve others.  I then discuss servant leadership 
behaviors exhibited by participants.  I conclude with an overview of the societal impact the 
leaders desired to make as servant leaders. 
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Service to Others 
Servant leaders make a conscious choice to lead in order to serve others (Greenleaf, 
1977).  The first priority of a servant leader is to serve others (Greenleaf, 1977).  Because the 
focus of servant leadership is service, an antecedent exhibiting servant leadership behavior is the 
desire to serve others (Greenleaf, 1977; Liden et al, 2014).  Greenleaf (2003) believed that “all 
people touched by the institution, are to be served and not exploited” (italics in original; p. 132).   
Greenleaf described the meaning of “serve:” 
Serve is a difficult and overused word…Yet, I can find no other word that is capable of 
carrying the meaning I would like to convey. And I do not want to define the word serve 
abstractly. I would rather use it in terms of the consequences of being served. I prefer to 
say that all of those persons who are touched by the institution are served and, while 
being served, they become healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely 
themselves to become servants. Furthermore, whatever the action, the least privileged in 
society will benefit, or at least, not be further deprived. Serving and service are attitudes 
and actions that produce such a result. (italics in original; p. 132) 
 
I used Greenleaf’s definition of the word “serve” as my starting point for describing my 
findings through the lens of servant leadership.  Thirteen of 14 participants included service as 
one of the reasons they joined the police profession and pursued leadership positions.  For 
example, Ellis remarked that he was motivated to be a police leader because he wanted to serve 
fellow citizens.  Martinez loved being a police officer because he could help many people. 
Chesley became a police officer because it fulfilled his desire to have a career focused on serving 
others.  He remarked, “The job is about service, the job is about helping people, the job is about 
protecting and serving the public.” The participants in this study wanted to serve others.  Not 
only did they want to serve, their service motivated them to become leaders.   
Behaviors of Servant Leaders 
The desire to serve cultivates motivation to lead (Liden et al., 2014).  This ultimately 
predisposes the leader to servant leadership behaviors through serving others with a focus and 
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concern about their well-being.  The servant leadership behaviors include: conceptualizing, 
facilitating emotional healing, putting followers first, helping followers grow and succeed, 
behaving ethically, empowering, and creating value for the community (Northouse, 2016).  
Servant leaders’ behaviors generate outcomes, including a positive societal impact (Northouse, 
2016).  The leaders in my study thought of their service in terms of the positive impact others 
would experience as a result of their efforts (Greenleaf, 2003).  They exhibited behaviors of 
servant leadership Northouse (2016) identified.  For the purpose of my study, I frame my 
analysis using the following behaviors identified by Northouse (2016), including: (1) 
conceptualizing, (2) helping followers grow and succeed, (3) acting ethically, and, (4) creating 
value for the community.   
 First, police leaders thought about the multifaceted problem of their departments’ 
relationship with Communities of Color, which exhibits the behavior of conceptualizing 
(Northouse, 2016).  For example, Murtaugh spoke about the long-history of tension between his 
department and the African-American community.  He recognized the significance of this 
multifaceted problem.  When approaching policy decisions, Murtaugh considered whether the 
decision would create inequities in Communities of Color.  He strove to change the culture inside 
his department to create better relationships between the police and the community.  Murtaugh 
recognized and expected Communities of Color to hold his police department accountable in 
order to change its relationship with the African-American community.  Improving policies, 
police culture, and being accountable lead to the department’s success in protecting and serving 
the community. 
Police leaders wanted to help their police officers grow and succeed in their own “service 
to the communities” (Northouse, 2016).  For example, Martinez used his leadership to develop 
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police officers.  His mission was to teach officers how to police the “whole community.” 
Similarly, St. John shared his personal stories of poor treatment by police with his line officers to 
enhance their perspective of what good police work looks like.  Washington used his leadership 
to improve and create programs to enhance the health and well-being of all officers.  Focusing on 
the officer’s health and well-being set the officers up to do good work in the community.  
The leaders in my study made being open, honest, and fair, all qualities of ethical 
behavior, a priority of their leadership (Northouse, 2016).  For example, when Martinez’s chief 
vetted him for a leadership position, Martinez assured the chief he would support the chief’s 
decisions as long as they “were not unethical, immoral, or illegal.” Martinez stood by this 
principle.  He ultimately challenged the chief on a decision that Martinez thought was unfair.  
Ellis, even as a line officer, called out behavior by fellow officers as sexist or racist.  As a leader, 
he continued to call out that type of behavior.  He made it known to every office on this 
department that everyone must be treated with respect and dignity.  He made this idea his top 
priority as a police leader.   
Another example of being fair, open, and honest came from Beecher.  Unlike prior 
leaders in his position, he invited activists to his office to talk about issues of race and policing.  
Further, one of Beecher’s leadership priorities was ensuring fairness in the promotional system 
so all officers could achieve promotional status based on their experience, education, and work 
history.  He removed race and personal connections as the basis for promotion.  Similarly, Holt’s 
top priority as a leader was creating a fair recruiting system to address inequitable treatment of 
People of Color in the recruiting system.   
These leaders intentionally and consciously decided to lead in order to serve and create 
value for the community they served (Northouse, 2016).  The community the senior police 
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leaders served is both the officers they lead and the community receiving police service.  Officer 
Love felt compelled to use her influence to affect department policies and the direction of her 
department.  She strived to ensure fair and equitable treatment of the officers she leads and of the 
community members the officers interact with.  Beecher decided to lead to help shape the 
departments police officers though sharing and educating on cultural differences.  Martinez 
entered police service to improve the reputation of law enforcement with the community and to 
positively represent the African-American community to law enforcement. 
Making a Societal Impact 
Servant leaders’ behaviors generate outcomes, including a positive “societal impact” 
(Northouse, 2016).  The participants not only displayed behaviors of servant leaders, but also 
sought outcomes often associated with servant leadership, including follower performance and 
growth, organizational performance, and societal impact (Northouse, 2016).  While the first two 
outcomes were noted, the third outcome, societal impact, came through most clearly in my study.  
As noted by Greenleaf (2003), service is about benefiting society, and, at a minimum, ensuring 
that “the least privileged in society will benefit, or at least, not be further deprived” (p. 132).  
Serving to seek the outcome of a better society, particularly one where officers and Communities 
of Color were treated well, came through the stories told by participants.  For example, Holt said 
that he could not “conceive of any place where you can make a bigger societal change, or bigger 
practical changes to the life, day to day life of a community” than as a police leader.  Holt 
viewed the outcome of police leadership as one where he created change and helped people “that 
are oftentimes marginalized.” Hill also spoke about police leadership as an opportunity to create 
societal change.  He believed being a police officer was the best job on earth and through 
leadership he could effect change and create more diversity in American police departments.   
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While the senior police leaders experienced racism and hostile treatment as police 
officers, they recognized that there were more positives than negatives in police service.  St. 
John, for example, had bad interactions with police growing up, but he “understood early on that 
it wasn’t the masses, every profession had their bad apples.” Leaders, like St. John, pushed 
through the negative interactions.  Their desire to serve and the motivation to seek societal 
changes through police leadership carried them through difficult times.  The leaders served as 
examples of servant leaders in police service.   
Summary 
Officers experienced different types of racism but found creative ways to survive these 
circumstances and later seek promotions.  When faced with racism, some officers spoke up and 
challenged the behavior. Some officer requested assignment changes or left the department for a 
more welcoming environment.  Experiences of racism made the officers more resolute to 
succeed in the profession.  They put in extra work to ensure that they were promoted to 
leadership positions.  As leaders they endeavored to make internal cultural changes in their 
departments. Through service, they work to impact society by changing the relationship between 
Communities of Color and police departments.     
In the next chapter I provide a summary of my study findings, discuss the implications of 
my research and discuss recommendations for future changes. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
In the prior chapter I analyzed the experience of African-American police leaders through 
the lens of critical race theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017), stereotype threat (Steele & Aronson, 
1995), and servant leadership theory (Greenleaf, 1977; Northouse, 2016).  I described African-
American officers who were committed to serving others.  They experienced racism and 
stereotype threat as they entered the profession and moved through leadership ranks, but this 
never deterred them from pursing a law enforcement career.  Their commitment to serving others 
and advancing the common good motivated them to pursue senior police leadership positions.  
They were committed to building better police organizations.     
In this chapter I summarize the research findings, compare them to earlier research 
studies, and discuss areas of agreement and disagreement between the literature and my study.  I 
then discuss implications for practice, such as how my findings may inform police department 
practices, including the hiring, promotion and retention of African-American officers, and 
developing programs that identify and reduce racism in departments.  I further discuss the 
limitations of my research and recommend potential areas of further study relating to African-
American police officers and leaders. 
Summary 
My study investigated the professional experiences of African-American senior police 
leaders, as well as their motivation to lead.  The 14 leader participants were primarily from the 
Midwest, with three from the West and two from the South in the United States.  Only three of 
the participants were women.  Most of the police leaders held the top-ranking position in their 
police department.  The participants expressed pride about being in the police profession.  
African-American police officers experienced racism in the profession from fellow officers and 
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the community, whether they started their career in the 1960s or 2000s.  Some experienced 
racism at greater levels than others, but each African-American leader experienced directs act of 
racism or microaggressions during their career.  Because of racism, the participants perceived 
that stereotype threats might impede their success in the profession, unless they worked harder 
than others on the department.  Despite these challenges, African American officers pursued 
leadership positions.  They were internally driven to serve and help others.  This drive to serve 
others, combined with lived experiences including racism, created an internal motivation to 
become leaders in the profession.  The leaders were motivated to create societal change by 
influencing how police departments operated and how officers interacted with members of the 
community.  I found African-American police leaders exhibited behaviors of servant leadership.   
When comparing my study to prior research on African-American police officers, my 
study offered additional support to previous findings.  For example, my study confirmed 
previous studies regarding the experiences of African-American officers outside of New York 
City who experienced racism from some White officers and were not treated equally when it 
came to promotions (Bolton, 2003; Bolton & Feagin, 2004; Thompson, 2003).  Bolton and 
Feagin’s (2004) qualitative studies were conducted in the late 1990s.  Nearly 15 years later, my 
study continues to show that officers face racism in the police profession.  In the Bolton and 
Feagin’s study (2004), African-American officers shared a perception there were systematic 
barriers in place that might impact advancement opportunities or career length.  In my study, 
participants confirmed this perception.  The police leaders believed they had to work harder to 
get to the same level as White counterparts.  My study was different from Bolton and Feagins’s 
(2004) research in that I interviewed officers at the leadership stage in their careers, rather than at 
the patrol officer stage.  By interviewing officers later in their careers, I learned a commitment to 
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serve others and societal change motivated them to persevere and overcome perceived barriers.  
In some instances, like in the case of St. John, Hill, Martinez, and Harris, overcoming the 
barriers meant leaving one department so they could find advancement opportunities in another 
police department.   
As noted in the literature review, Wilson et al. (2013) found nearly 40% of African-
American officers at large city departments left the job before completing probation.  This raised 
the question: what sustained and motivated the African-Americans who stayed in the profession? 
An ethic of serving others and a deep desire to make a greater societal impact through police 
service motivated African-American police officers to stay in the job.  Quantitative studies have 
shown that African-Americans' top reason for becoming a police officer was the desire to serve 
and help others (Raganella & White, 2004).  My study further adds to the research because 
delves more deeply into the underlying reasons for African-American commitment to police 
service.  Like Raganella and White’s (2004) findings, I found African-Americans who attain 
police leadership positions were driven by a desire to serve and help others.  My study identified 
the factors motivating African-American police officers to become police officers and advance to 
leadership positions.  Further, my study brings in the perspective of officers across the United 
States by interviewing officers outside of New York City (Alex, 1969; Bolton & Feagin, 2004; 
Raganella & White, 2004). 
Prior to my study, the literature directly addressing the current day experience of African-
American senior police leaders was rather limited.  I found only one peer-reviewed qualitative 
research study regarding the career path of African-American senior police leaders (Jollevet, 
2008).  Jollevet (2008) conducted a mixed methods study to look at external factors influencing 
BLACK LEADERS IN BLUE 
 
   
 
132 
the career path of African-Americans in command positions.   Like my study, Jollevet found 
discrimination is one of the external factors influencing the career experience of African-
American police leaders.  My study adds to literature because I learned how internal perceptions 
and experiences involving racism caused officers to seek advanced leadership positions to 
combat its effects.   
My study further adds to research on African-American police officers and leaders 
because it used critical race theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) combined with stereotype threat 
(Steel, 1997).  Alex (1969) found police departments reacted to African-American police officers 
“in terms of [their] racial identity, rather than [their] professional” identity of as a police officer 
(Alex, 1969, p. 201).  The departments did not focus on the professional knowledge that African-
American police officers could contribute to the department (Alex, 1969).  The lens of critical 
race theory offers a perspective about police experience, including how police departments 
continue to react to the racial identity of African-American police officers nearly 50 years later.  
My study found participants’ African-American identity, even as leaders, continued to be in the 
foreground of their work as police officers.  Integrating stereotype theory into the critical race 
theory analysis allowed me to show how African-American police leaders continued to perceive 
barriers to advancement.  The stereotype threat posed by race required Officers of Color to work 
harder to get to the same levels as White counterparts.  The participants used their racial identity, 
knowledge, and skills to contribute to the department as leaders.   
My study added a layer of story to the research on African-American police leaders. I 
gained a deeper understanding of the experience of African-American police officers and what 
kept them going in this profession despite the current tension between African-American 
communities and police departments.  
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Implications for Practice 
An overarching implication for practice from my study is that departments must begin to 
assess their internal cultural competency and reputation for being a welcoming environment for 
African-American officers.  Based on the findings of this study, racism plays a role in an 
African-American officer’s decision to stay or leave a department.  Rather than look externally 
for reasons why the department may struggle to attract and recruit African-American officers, the 
department should assess internal areas of weakness.  The department needs to determine the 
extent that Officers of Color feel welcome in the environment.  How are they being treated by 
colleagues? Are systems in place to develop a culturally competent team? What value does the 
department place on fair treatment, including fair hiring and promotion practices?   
If the department’s reputation is that it is unsupportive of Officers of Color, the officers 
may not be willing to join the department.  The results of this study may inform police 
department practices as they work toward attracting and hiring more Officers of Color.  To that 
extent I recommend (1) departments examine internal polices to determine if they unduly impact 
Officers of Color, (2) department leaders focus on a commitment to diversity and equity, (3) 
departments focus on providing equal access to training to upgrade the knowledge and skills, 
needed by officers, and (4) departments increase focus on the service aspect of the mission to 
“protect and serve.” 
First, police departments should look closely at their policies, both formal and informal, 
to assess whether all officers are being treated fairly.  Departments need to dig deeper and assess 
whether hiring and promotional practices, intentionally or not, unequally exclude Officers of 
Color.  All officers within a department, regardless of skin color, should be concerned with 
ensuring the department implements fair and equitable hiring and promotion of officers.  Officers 
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of Color should not have to bear this burden alone.  The officers in this study felt a duty to reach 
leadership positions so they could impact changes needed to improve the relationship between 
the African-American community and police.  Departments need to ensure that policies and 
procedures equally apply to all officers, regardless of social group, ethnicity, or gender.  
Departments should look at who has a seat on the department’s hiring committee or on the 
promotion review board.  Is the composition of these department’s committees a diverse 
representation of viewpoint, gender, and ethnicity? Departments should assess whether policies 
and procedures are unfairly impacting certain groups of officers.  Are a higher percentage of 
Officers of Color than White officers being rejected or denied a promotion? If the answer is 
affirmative, then it is the duty of police leadership to change policies to ensure all officers are 
treated equally.  If the fallback answer to this recommendation is that legal policies or 
government rules are the reason for inequity, then my recommendation is that department leaders 
need to do more.  Department leaders need to lobby for change if they truly desire to diversity 
their departments.   
My second recommendation is to focus on the department leaderships’ commitment to 
diversity, from first line supervisor to highest in police command.  Departments need to ensure 
that all department leaders set the tone for fair and inclusive treatment of every member of the 
department.  Departments should expect supervisors to seek out and attend cultural diversity 
development training.  Departments should provide similar training for line officers, too. 
Supervisors should be expected to hold officers accountable for behaviors that are exclusionary 
and offensive.  The performance evaluation of supervisors, and line officers, should assess 
whether they meaningfully participate in building a police department that serves everyone 
respectfully and in a culturally competent manner.  Intercultural capacity takes training and an 
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active commitment to build relevant skills, so it should begin at the leadership level to set the 
tone and expectations for the entire department.  A commitment by police leadership to setting 
the tone for a culturally inclusive environment demonstrates a commitment to diversity. 
Demonstrating a commitment to diversity may aid in attracting African-American officers.   
My third recommendation is that department leadership focus on providing equal access 
to professional development and “training” with the goal of promoting the most capable officers.  
Departments need to target their marketing toward Communities of Color and make concerted 
efforts to attract diverse police recruits.  However, when departments focus solely on racial 
identity as the reason to hire or promote and officer, it takes away from tremendous knowledge 
and skills that the officer possess.  Rather than simply underscore that a specific number of 
African-Americans were hired or promoted, the department should highlight and celebrate the 
skills and knowledge of the officer.  Police officers want to know that their colleagues and 
supervisors can do the job well.  As such, departments need to focus attention on the 
competencies that the person hired or promoted bring to the table.        
Finally, my study showcased that service to others motivates African-American police 
leaders.  If departments want to hire more African-American officers, departments might 
consider a stronger focus on the service aspect of the mission to “Protect and Serve.” The focus 
should begin at the marketing and community outreach stage.  Department leaders and officers 
should be involved in the community and provide service to others.  This is not to say that 
departments do not do this already, but departments should ensure the value of service is woven 
into the fabric of the department.  All officers should have a service ethic, not just a portion of 
the officers.  Weaving service into the fabric of the department begins at the hiring stage.  As 
part of the initial screening process, a prerequisite should be whether the police candidate brings 
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to the job a history of volunteering or giving back through community service.  As departments 
focus on service to the community, they may attract the African-American officers that they seek 
to hire.    
My recommendations for police departments is based on the stories of African-American 
police leaders.  To implement any of the recommendations, it is imperative for departments to 
seek out the counsel of African-American police leaders.  Look to their experiences and 
knowledge to learn how departments might improve the experience to attract future generations 
of African-American police officers.   
Limitations of the Research 
This study has several limitations.  First, this study is not a comparative study of White 
and African-American police officers.  This study is not intended to purport that the motivation 
and drive is different between White and African-American police leaders.  The fact that 
African-American police leaders are driven by the desire to serve others and motivated to create 
societal change does not mean White police leaders do not share the same value of service.  The 
purpose of this study was not to reveal differences between White and African-American 
officers.  The purpose of the study was to reveal what sustained and motivated African-American 
officers. 
Another limitation of this study is that it does not reveal why it is a challenge for police 
departments to retain African-American police officers.  Instead, this study focuses on what 
sustained the commitment of African-American police leaders to stay in the job and advance into 
leadership positions.  The research leading up to my study revealed that African-Americans leave 
at police service at higher rates than White officers.  This study revealed that racism is present in 
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American police departments.  This study does not answer whether racism is the reason that 
African-Americans leave police service at a higher rate.   
The third limitation of this study is that a majority of the participants were from the 
Midwest.  Nine of 14 participants were from the Midwest, two were from the South, and three 
were from the West.  One police leader started his career in the Eastern region of the United 
States, but no one interviewed currently works in the region.  Despite outreach to officers from 
the East, no participants from that region agreed to participate in my study.  As a result, this 
study does not encompass the stories of officers from all regions of the United States.     
A final limitation of this study is that it is not fully balanced by gender.  Only three of the 
participants were African-American women.  Gender may be of greater focus than race for 
African-American women officers, but the limited number of women participants requires more 
investigation. 
Recommendations for Further Research 
My research only touches the surface of the experience of African-American police 
leaders.  So much more can be learned about their experience and how it impacts their leadership 
style.  One area for further research is on the experience of African-American women police 
officers.  As noted previously, one limitation of this study is that only three women participants 
granted permission to be interviewed.  A study focused solely on the experience of African-
American women police leaders would provide greater insight regarding how gender affects their 
experience working in a male-dominated profession. 
I also recommend a longitudinal study to follow the career of African-American police 
officers from entry through the first five years of their career.  It would be useful to understand 
the experience of African-American officers coming into police service now during a tense 
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climate between departments and African-American communities.  Do my study findings 
regarding a commitment to service similarly apply to new recruits in the current environment?  
Finally, I would like to see a study that expanded the knowledge regarding servant-
leadership behaviors of police leaders, generally.  My study touched the surface of servant-
leadership behaviors exhibited by African-American police leaders.  A study of police leaders 
generally would contribute to the knowledge and understanding of the influence of servant 
leadership on police service.    
Concluding Thoughts 
Being a police officer is a difficult but rewarding career.  The leaders in this study shared 
a common pride about being a police officer, as well as a common experience of racism by some 
in the profession.  Their stories revealed how racism exists in the police profession, just as it 
does in American society.  Acknowledging the existence of racism may allow police departments 
to implement policies and procedures to promote greater fairness and equitable treatment of all 
officers.  With knowledge that service and improving the societal experience motivated these 
Officers of Color, departments can refocus attention to serving the community, while also 
protecting society. I owe a debt gratitude to each and every participant who contributed to my 
research by sharing personal stories.  Thank you for your many years of police service and your 
continued contributions to enhancing the police profession.   
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form 
  
Consent Form  
  
[1020474-1] Black leaders in blue: The career path of African-American 
senior law enforcement leaders  
  
You are invited to participate in a research study about what attracts and sustains the 
commitment of African American police leaders through various stages in their career – from entry 
to taking on a senior leadership role.  I invite you to participate in this research.  You were selected 
as a possible participant because you are a senior police leader.  You are eligible to participate in this 
study because you are: (1) African-American; (2) have five or more years of law enforcement 
experience; and, (3) are in a senior leadership position, or have retired from a senior leadership 
position within two years of the time of the interview.  The following information is provided in order 
to help you make an informed decision whether or not you would like to participate. Please read this 
form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study.  
  
This study is being conducted by Nicole Fredricks Jackson, for the purposes of completing my 
dissertation.  I am being supervised by Dr. Sarah Noonan, a professor at the University of St. Thomas 
School of Education in Minneapolis, MN.   This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board 
at the University of St. Thomas.   
  
  
Background Information  
  
The purpose of this study is to investigate what attracts and sustains the commitment of 
African American police leaders through various stages in their career. For this study, I adopted the 
following questions to support my research question:   
  
1. What actions and experiences influenced you to serve as a police officer?  
2. What roadblocks throughout your career (entry to your current position) challenged your 
commitment to service and leadership?  What experiences inspired and supported your entry and 
continued service as police officer and leader?  
3. How did you earn promotions to increasingly more senior leadership roles?     
4. What does it means to be a good police leader?   
  
Procedures  
  
If you agree to participate in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:  To be 
interviewed for one hour, preferably in-person or via Skype. The interview will take place in a 
location of the participant’s choosing, ideally a private location (e.g., conference room or office).  The 
interview will be recorded and transcribed for the purpose of data analysis for my study. As my 
research progresses, I may circle back with you for follow-up questions and to share my initial 
findings.  
  
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study  
  
There are no direct benefits for participation.   
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The study has some risks.  The interview will be recorded and your name will be used during 
the interview. The interview will be transcribed for the purpose of data analysis. Once transcribed, 
your name and identifying data will be removed. I will make every effort to maintain confidentiality 
in this study. The transcript, with your name and identifying data removed and replaced by a pseudo 
name, will be shared with my instructor and discussed with classmates during the data analysis 
stages.  You will not be identified during these conversations. A professional transcriptionist will 
transcribe the interview.  The professional transcriptionist will sign a confidentiality agreement 
pertaining to our interview. The risk that you will be identified as a participant in this study is 
minimal and every effort will be made to protect your identity.  
  
Incentives  
  
There will be no compensation for the participants.  
  
Privacy   
  
Your privacy will be protected while you participate in this study. All interviews will be 
conducted in a manner that protects the participant’s privacy.  Interviews will be conducted in a 
conference room or office at an agreed upon location between the researcher and participant.  If an 
interview is conducted over Skype, only the researcher will be in the room where the interview is 
being transmitted.  Your information will not be shared with others.     
  
  
Confidentiality  
  
The records of this study will be kept confidential. In any sort of report I publish, I will not 
include information that will make it possible to identify you.  The types of records I will create 
include:  
  
Recording of the interview: The interview will be recorded using a LiveScribe pen or by 
my Iphone. The interview will be uploaded to my cloud-based storage, which is accessible only by 
me. If I use LiveScribe, I must use Livescribe Desktop software. The use of this software is password 
protected. The password for this software and the cloud storage will not be “remembered” when 
given the option while working on my computer. The password must be entered each time upon 
entry into the software. If the interview is recorded using my IPhone, the audio will be deleted from 
my phone after the interview is properly transcribed. The recording of the interview will be erased 
from cloud storage and LiveScribe one year following the final approval of my dissertation.   
   
Transcript of the interview: Your interview recording will be transcribed. The person 
transcribing the interview will be a professional transcriptionist. Should a professional 
transcriptionist be used, he or she will be obligated to sign a confidentiality agreement. A copy of the 
confidentiality agreement is attached. Once transcribed, your name and identifying data will be 
replaced with pseudo names. A copy of the transcript with your identifying data will be immediately 
destroyed and replaced with the transcript containing pseudo names.    
  
Notes of the interview: During the interview, I will take notes to help guide me as I asked 
questions.  I will keep my notes in a file folder in my home office and an electronic copy in my cloud-
based dissertation storage.  My notes will not be duplicated or disclosed. My notes will be used during 
the writing of my dissertation.  The handwritten copy of my notes will be kept in a home office file 
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system for three years following the final approval of my dissertation. I will keep a copy of my notes 
electronically in my cloud-based storage.  
  
Master List of Interviews: I will keep a master list of all interviews that I conduct. This list 
is intended to help me identify you should I need to reconnect with you during the dissertation 
process.  My master list will include your name, contact information, and agency. It will also contain 
the date of the interview and the pseudo name that you were provided. This information will be saved 
in my doctoral cloud based storage. Upon completion of my dissertation, I will destroy any paper 
copies of the master list of interviews. A copy will remain in my cloud-based dissertation storage.  
  
Cloud-based Dissertation Storage: I have created a Google Drive specifically for my 
dissertation.  The user name is jacksonust@gmail.com. I will keep copies of my email conversations, 
recordings, transcripts, and notes in this cloud-based storage. I will be the only person with access to 
this cloud-based system.    
  
All signed consent forms will be kept for a minimum of three years upon completion of the 
study. Institutional Review Board officials at the University of St. Thomas reserve the right to inspect 
all research records to ensure compliance.   
  
  
Voluntary Nature of the Study  
  
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to 
participate will not affect your current or future relations any cooperating agencies or 
institutions or the University of St. Thomas. There are no penalties or consequences if you choose not 
to participate. If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without penalty or 
loss of any benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Should the interview be terminated at your 
request, the data collected will not be used and will immediately be destroyed. Should you decide to 
withdraw from this study after this interview is concluded, data collected about you will be used. 
After the interview, if you wish to withdraw from the study, you can with draw at anytime by sending 
the researcher an email at jacksonust@gmail.com and stating that you withdraw from the study.  You 
are also free to skip any questions I may ask.  
  
  
Contacts and Questions  
  
My name is Nicole Fredricks Jackson. You may ask any questions you have now and any time 
during or after the research procedures. If you have questions later, you may contact me at 651-428-
6934 or at jacksonust@gmail.com.   You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Sarah Noonan, at 651-962-
4897. You may also contact the University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board at 651-962-
6035 or muen0526@stthomas.edu with any questions or concerns.  
  
  
Statement of Consent  
  
I have had a conversation with the researcher about this study and have read the above 
information. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I consent to participate in the 
study. I am at least 18 years of age. I give permission to be audio recorded during this study.   
  
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.  
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_______________________________________________________________________________  
Signature of Study ParticipantDate  
  
_______________________________________________________________  
Print Name of Study Participant   
  
  
  
  
_______________________________________________________________________________  
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Appendix C: Transcriber Confidentiality Form
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Appendix D: Sample Contact Email 
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Appendix E: Sample Recruitment Letter 
 
 
8/27/2018 
XXX 
Dear xxx: 
Greetings from Minnesota. I am a doctoral student at the University of St. Thomas in 
Minneapolis, MN.  
I am reaching out to see if you might consider being interviewed for my dissertation. My topic is 
the career path of African American and Black police leaders. I have had the opportunity to 
interview several in Minnesota, but I am looking to also interview leaders from other states.  
The interview only takes about an hour to an hour and a half; and, it can be done by video 
conference using FaceTime or Zoom.  All interviews are confidential. For this study, I adopted 
the following general questions to support my research topic: 
1. What actions and experiences influenced you to serve as a police officer? 
2. What roadblocks throughout your career (entry to your current position) challenged 
your commitment to service and leadership? What experiences inspired and supported 
your entry and continued service as police officer and leader? 
3. How did you earn promotions to increasingly more senior leadership roles? 
4. What does it means to be a good police leader?  
It would truly be a pleasure to be able to interview you as part of this process. I am happy to 
send you more information if you think you might be willing to participate.  You can reach me 
at (651) 428-6934 or at the email nfjackson@stthomas.edu.  
I truly appreciate your consideration of this request. Thank you. 
Yours truly, 
 
Nicole Fredricks Jackson 
https://www.linkedin.com/in/nicolefjackson/  
 
